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PREFACE 


SEVERAL parts of this book are based on work already published, 
and J have to thank the editors and publishers in question for 
permission to use this material. Chapter 2 includes echoes of my 
lecture ‘What’s Really Wrong with Phenomenalism?’, published 
in the Proceedings of the British Academy, \v (1969), 113-27, and 
also of my article ‘Self-Refutation—a Formal Analysis’, published 
in the Philosophical Quarterly, xiv (1964), 193-203. Chapter 3 
incorporates my article ‘Locke’s Anticipation of Kripke’, pub- 
lished in Analysis, xxxiv (1974), 177-80, and Chapter 4 incorpor- 
ates a related article, ‘De what Re is De Re Modality?’ published 
in the Journal of Philosophy, xxi (1974), 551-61. Chapter 7 uses 
part of my paper “The Possibility of Innate Knowledge’, in 
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, xx (1970), 245-57. 

Chapter 6 is a successor to several previous attempts to deal 
with the problem of personal identity which, though not pub- 
lished, were read at different times and places (first in New Zealand 
about 1957) and discussed with many people. In many parts of 
the book I have been greatly helped by criticisms of an earlier 
draft. I am particularly grateful to Michael Ayers, Gareth Evans, 
Julie Jack, Derek Parfit, and Oscar Wood for such criticisms. 
In some places I have gladly adopted their corrections or 
improved formulations, in others I have reinforced my arguments 
against their objections, in others again I have simply stood by 
what I said at first. But I am confident that this process of testing 
has left the book more defensible than it was before. 

I would also like to thank Mrs E. Hinkes for typing this book, 
as well as its predecessors, Truth, Probability, and Paradox and 
The Cement of the Universe. 


April 1975 j.L.M. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Tuts book, as the title indicates, discusses a limited number of 
problems of continuing philosophical interest which are raised in 
Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding. It makes no attempt 
to expound or study Locke’s philosophy as a whole, or even that 
part of it which is to be found in the Essay. Then why take the 
problems from Locke, since none of them in fact originated with 
him, and all of them have been discussed by many philosophers 
both before and after Locke? Well, his treatment gave a ftesh 
impetus to these controversies, and much of the later discussion 
takes his views as its starting-point. I admit that I originally 
intended to use Locke’s presentation of these issues only as a 
series of pegs on which to hang my arguments about the issues 
themselves. But as I worked on them, it seemed to me that more 
of what Locke says is defensible than I had thought. It is always 
admitted that he displays sturdy good sense and blunt, forceful 
argument. But I think that he also shows, at a number of points, 
more acuteness and subtlety than he is commonly given credit for. 
Locke is frequently accused of muddle and inconsistency. But 
what gives this appearance is often his very proper realization of 
the force of arguments on opposite sides. As he himself remarks, 


... he who will give himself leave to consider freely and look into the 
dark and intricate part of each hypothesis, will scarce find his reason 
able to determine him fixedly for or against the soul’s materiality: 
since, on which side soever he views it, either as an unextended sub- 
stance or as a thinking extended matter, the difficulty to conceive 
either will, whilst either alone is in his thoughts, still drive him to the 
contrary side. An unfair way which some men take with themselves, 
who, because of the unconceivableness of something they find in one, 
throw themselves violently into the contrary hypothesis, though 
altogether as unintelligible to an unbiassed understanding.’ 


It is not, of course, only with regard to the materiality of the soul 
that philosophers have fallen into errors of this sort. On several 


1 An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Bk. IV, Ch. 3, Sect. 6. Hereafter all 
such references to the Essay will be given in the form ‘IV. iii. 6’; they will be to the 
Fifth Edition as reprinted in the Everyman Library, edited by J. W. Yolton, except 
where there is a special reason for referring to an earlier edition. 
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of the topics discussed in this book, notably the representative 
theory of perception and the doctrine of substance, Locke has 
been repeatedly criticized for his readiness to put up with difficul- 
ties (of which he was aware) in one view, which his critics have 
thought fatal; but Locke tolerates them because he is aware of 
even stronger objections to rival views, which his critics either 
forget or choose to ignore. It is also one of Locke’s merits that 
he does not think that philosophical questions are easy or straight- 
forward or always capable of being conclusively settled, but yet 
holds that we need not on that account‘... . sit still. . . in despair 
of knowing anything, nor . . . question everything and disclaim 
all knowledge, because some things are not to be understood’.? 
Nor need we take refuge in mystifications: we should do the best 
we can. ‘It will be no excuse to an idle and untoward servant, 
who would not attend his business by candlelight, to plead that he 
had not broad sunshine. The candle that is set up in us shines 
bright enough for all our purposes.” 

It is by finding such strengths actually displayed in Locke’s 
discussions that I have been led to give more space than I origin- 
ally intended to the exposition and defence, as well as criticism, 
of his views. Nevertheless, this is still not meant to be a scholarly 
work on Locke. I hope that I have not misrepresented him. In 
case readers think that I have done so, I have given fairly full 
references to the passages in the text of the Essay on which my 
interpretations are based. But I would stress that even as this 
book has developed its main aim is not to expound Locke’s views 
or to study their relations with those of his contemporaries and 
neat contemporaries, but to work towards solutions of the prob- 
lems themselves. 

In Chapter 1 I defend a distinction between primary and secon- 
dary qualities that is close to that which Locke took over from 
Boyle. This is stated within the framework of something that 
could be called a representative theory of perception; this also, I 
argue in Chapter 2, can be defended against objections which 
many philosophers have thought overwhelming. Chapter 3 exam- 
ines the notions of substance, substratum, teal essence, and 
nominal essence. I concede that what Locke says about substance 
is not quite right, but here too a view fairly close to his can be 
defended, and Berkeley’s criticisms ate certainly too extreme. 


21.4. 6. Li 5. 
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Locke’s account of teal and nominal essences has been generally 
admired, and certainly such a distinction needs to be drawn; but 
I argue that whereas Locke thought that the meanings of words 
had to be tied to nominal essences, words can be, and sometimes 
are, annexed rather to real essences. In Chapter 4 I again defend 
much of what Locke says about abstraction and abstract general 
ideas against Berkeleian objections; but I go on to discuss the 
traditional problem of universals and argue that one part of this 
problem requires for its solution a version of Aristotelian realism 
rather than Locke’s blend of conceptualism with a resemblance 
theory. I concede, however, that to some extent universals are 
the workmanship of the understanding. Chapter 5 deals with the 
general logical problem of identity, not only identity through 
time but also the possibility of identifying what are at first sight 
things of different categories, and the related question whether 
there are essences of individuals. Chapter 6 deals with personal 
identity. On these topics I have found it necessary to move quite a 
long way from Locke’s position; yet his chapter on ‘Identity and 
Diversity’ has supplied not only the problems but also some of 
the techniques of discussion and several insights which cannot be 
ignored. 

These six chapters, then, deal with some, but by no means all, 
of the central aspects of the questions “What sort of world can 
we claim to know about?’, ‘Can we defend our claims to know- 
ledge?’, and ‘About what, and how, can we talk meaningfully?’ 
On all these topics there is some conflict or tension between 
constraints that seem to Locke to be imposed by his empiricist 
principles (his purpose of explaining knowledge and meaning in 
terms of ‘ideas’ which we acquire in understandable ways from 
experience) and what we in fact seem able to think and say, the 
sorts of knowledge that both common sense and physical science 
assure us that we have. As I have said, I think Locke is right to 
take account of both sides of this conflict, though I do not think 
that he always finds the right way of reconciling realism with 
empiricism. In Chapter 7 I take up the question of empiricism 
itself, particularly in the form in which Locke most explicitly 
adopted it, the denial of innate principles and innate ideas. I argue 
that innate knowledge is possible in principle, and that there may 
actually be some items that merit this description, but I defend 
the main empiricist theses that innateness is not a source of 
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necessaty truth and that authoritative, autonomous knowledge 
of synthetic truths requires empirical support. 

It is a natural consequence of this approach that I do not 
attempt either to expound or to defend Locke’s theory of know- 
ledge as a whole. Indeed, I say comparatively little about Book IV 
of the Essay, where his explicit account of knowledge is presented. 
Nevertheless, I hope that readers who are not already familiar 
with Locke’s work will be able to follow the discussion of par- 
ticular controversial topics, and may even acquire in that way a 
better understanding of what Locke was concerned about, and of 
why he said many of the things he did say, than they could froma 
mote straightforward exposition. I have deliberately postponed 
until my last chapter the discussion of innate ideas and empiricism, 
to which Locke more logically devotes his first Book. The issue, 
in the form in which he discusses it, is not a live issue for us in 
the way that it was for him and his contemporaries. But it acquires 
interest for us when we have seen the tension between extreme 
empiricism and realism, and the problems to which this gives rise, 
in several more specialized areas of Locke’s work. 

However, one preliminary warning may be in order. Many 
difficulties, some real, some imaginary, cluster around Locke’s 
uses of the word ‘idea’. It plays a role both in what I call his 
tendency to extreme empiricism and in his tendency towards 
Cartesian rationalism. His view that the mind perceives nothing 
but its own ideas sets up the problem which the representative 
theory of perception has to overcome; his view that words stand 
for ideas concentrates in one phrase both what is right and what is 
wrong in his theory of meaning; while his definition of know- 
ledge as ‘the perception of the connexion and agreement, or 
disagreement and repugnancy, of . . . ideas’* is hard to reconcile 
with the reality of discoveries about the physical world. But he 
uses the word ‘idea’ so broadly and, as he himself admits, so 
catelessly that its mere occurrence commits him to very little. 
Ideas are sometimes the contents of sensory experiences, what we 
are immediately aware of when we are actually perceiving things 
through the senses, and again when in ‘reflection’ we are intro- 
spectively aware of our own feelings and thoughts; but they are 
also the objects of memory and of imagination, they are what we 
use in thinking about things that are not before us; they also in- 
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clude what we might call concepts; and Locke explicitly warns us 
that he sometimes speaks of ideas where he means rather qualities 
ot collections of qualities of which we may have ideas. In reading 
Locke, therefore, we must not be too fussy about the exact words 
in which his views are formulated: we must try rather to see past 
the words to the substance of the views that he was struggling 
to put forward. And while making this plea on Locke’s behalf, I 
would make a similar one on my own. In several places I have had 
to resort to awkward and unnatural ways of speaking. In philo- 
sophical discussion, particularly about perception, one needs to 
draw attention to things with which in ordinary life we are not 
much concerned, and with which ordinary language, therefore, is 
not well equipped for dealing. No valid criticism of the views put 
forward can be founded merely on such difficulties of formulation, 
and I hope that philosophy has got past the stage of trying to 
settle substantive issues in metaphysics or theory of knowledge 
by appeals to what is alleged to be the ordinary use of language. 


I 
PRIMARY AND SECONDARY QUALITIES 


1. Locke’s distinction and the representative theory of perception 


Tue suggestion that primary qualities are to be distinguished 
from secondary qualities is one that seems to bring science and 
philosophy into head-on collision. Primary qualities like shape, 
size, number, and motion have been treated very differently by 
physicists, at least since the seventeenth century, from secondary 
qualities like colours, sounds, and tastes. But philosophers have 
on the whole accepted arguments that would show either that no 
such distinction can be drawn at all or at least that none can be 
drawn in the way in which we ate initially tempted to draw it. 
For that way of drawing it presupposes a representative theory of 
perception, a conttast between percepts or sense-data or ideas as 
immediate objects of perception and material things which are the 
more femote or indirect objects of perception, and there are well- 
known philosophical objections to any such theory. 

There is no doubt that Locke asserted, though he did not 
invent, some distinction between primary and secondary qualities. 
Whether he adopted a representative theory of perception is a 
question on which commentators disagree. The two topics cannot 
be completely separated: in deciding what distinction he drew 
between the two sorts of qualities we shall also have to decide 
whether he held something that can be called a representative 
theory of perception. However, I shall keep these topics as much 
apart as possible, carrying the discussion of the primary/secondary 
distinction as far as I can carry it on its own in this chapter, and 
reserving the discussion of representative theories of perception 
for Chapter 2. 

It is widely believed among philosophers that, whatever Locke 
said about primary and secondary qualities, it is wrong. It is still 
mote widely believed that, if he held a representative theory, he 
was wrong there too. He has, indeed, defenders. But they com- 
monly argue either that he did not hold a representative theory 
or else, conceding that he did hold one, that it is a relatively 
unimportant part of what he said. For example, Jonathan Bennett, 
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while he speaks of a ‘veil-of-perception doctrine’, says that the 
word ‘doctrine’ is misleading if it suggests something which 
Locke was ‘consciously concerned to expound and defend’, and 
that “Locke’s treatment of the appearance/reality distinction is not 
prominent in the Essay’; he says also that ‘something true and 
interesting is misexpressed’ by Locke’s thesis about primary and 
secondary qualities, and goes on to defend a distinction which, 
though it largely coincides with Locke’s, is at least initially quite 
different in principle.! 

Similarly, Gilbert Ryle, while utterly condemning the represen- 
tative theory, admits that one of Locke’s uses of the term ‘ideas’ 
belongs with that theory: the term is used to denote ‘certain 
supposed entities which exist or occur “in the mind”’, certain 
‘supposed mental proxies for independent realities’; but to have 
expounded and popularized this theory is no part of Locke’s great- 
ness as a philosopher. A. D. Woozley goes further, denying that 
Locke held what is usually called the representative theory, point- 
ing out that Locke himself criticized that theory as stated by 
Malebranche, and remarking ‘It would be hard to understand 
why anybody should want to rate Locke an important philosopher 
if his whole theory rests on errors so elementary that a first-year 
student has no difficulty in spotting them.” 

In opposition to such views, I shall try to show that Locke’s 
own primary/secondary distinction is fairly clear and interesting 
in its own right, that Locke had good reasons for drawing it, and 
that something close to it is correct-—something closer, for 
instance, than Bennett’s initial distinction. I shall also argue that 
both Locke’s distinction and the one I defend requite some sort 
of representative theory, but that this too is defensible and cannot 
be refuted by the objections that are so plain to the first-year 
student. 

Locke does, however, present his primary/secondary distinction 
in a somewhat misleading way, and his use of terms is, as he 
admits, inconstant. It may therefore be better first to state the 
substance of his view in somewhat different terms, and only 

1 ‘Substance, Reality, and Primary Qualities’, American Philosophical Quarterly, 
di (1965), reprinted in Locke and Berkeley, ed. C. B. Mattin and D. M. Armstrong, 
€Sp. Pp. 91, 104-5. 

2G, Ryle, ‘John Locke on the Human Understanding’, in Tercentenary Addresses 
on John Locke, ed. J. L. Stocks, reprinted in Locke and Berkeley; A. D. Woozley, 
editor’s introduction to Fontana edition of Locke’s Essay, pp. 26-7. 
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afterwards to show how his words and phrases fit into this 
picture. Let us, then, suppose that Locke intended to say 
something like this: 

There are material things extended in three-dimensional space 
and lasting through time. In this room, for example, there are 
sevetal chairs: each of them has a specific shape and size and 
position, and is at any time in some definite state of rest or 
motion. The group of chairs in this room at any time has a certain 
number. Also, each chair is made up of a great many tiny particles 
which move about rapidly even when the chair as a whole is at 
rest. Material things also appear to have many other properties; 
they differ from one another, we say, in colour, hardness, tempera- 
ture, and so on. But the real differences which these descriptions 
reflect consist wholly in the arrangement and motion of the tiny 
particles of which these material things are composed. Such 
things are also solid or impenetrable in that each keeps any other 
out of the place where it is. There are admittedly apparent excep- 
tions: for example, water soaks into or through a sponge or a 
block of sandstone. But this shows merely that in such large-scale 
things there may be spaces between the particles: the particles of 
one thing or quantity of stuff may find their way between the 
particles of another. But each ultimate particle is completely solid 
and completely excludes any other particle from the same place. 
Thus the properties which material things, large or small, have 
in themselves are shape, size, position, number, motion-or-rest, 
and solidity. More exactly, each particle has solidity, each large- 
scale thing has some approximation to solidity, each thing large 
or small has some determinate shape, some determinate size, is at 
some place and is in some determinate state of rest or motion, 
while each group of things has some determinate number. 

Material things interact with one another in regular causal ways: 
hence we can say that each thing has various powers. To say 
that a certain thing has a certain power is just to say that it would 
affect or be affected by another thing of a certain sort in some 
specific manner. A power is not the cause of such an effect; rather 
to have the power is to be such as to cause the effect. The cause— 
ot, more accurately, a partial cause, since the effect will also 
depend upon o¢her things—will be some set of properties, of the 
sorts already mentioned, of the thing that has the power: it will 
generally be, or at least include, some set of such properties of the 
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minute parts of that thing, of the collection of particles of which 
it is composed. These properties which constitute the cause can 
be called the ground or basis of the corresponding power. 
Material things also interact with our sense-organs and, through 
them, with our minds in ways that give rise to those states in us 
which we call the having of sensations and perceptions. That is, 
material things have powers to produce sensations and percep- 
tions in us, and these powers, like any others, have grounds or 
bases in the intrinsic properties of the things. Also, our sensations 
and perceptions have what we can call their experiential content: 
we have sensations of pain, heat, and cold, and perceptions of 
coloured shapes, of rough or smooth and variously shaped sur- 
faces, of impacts, pressures, and resistances, of sounds, tastes, 
smells, and so on. This experiential content is at most times very 
complex; commonly we do not attend to it or talk about it as 
such, but rather attend to and talk about the material things, with 
their properties and what they do, which we take it to reveal to 
us; but we can attend to the experiential content itself, and it is 
then most naturally referred to by such phrases as ‘how it looks 
to me’ or ‘... feels to me’ or ‘. . . sounds to me’, and so on. 
This experiential content is partly as of properties of the sorts 
already noted as belonging to material things—solidity and deter- 
minations of shape, size, motion-or-rest, and number. I have a 
visual perception as of a circular shape in what I take to be a 
saucer and of which I also have tactual perceptions as of some- 
thing solid, thin, and concave. But this content is also partly as of 
other features—colours, sounds, heat, cold, smells, pain, and the 
like. Shape, size, position, number, motion-or-rest, and solidity, 
just as they occur as elements in this experiential content, can 
also belong to material things. The saucer can be circular just as I 
see it as circular, it can be thin just as I feel it as thin, what I see 
as a group of three chairs may indeed be three chairs. Of course 
we can make mistakes, distortions and illusions can occur. I may 
see as elliptical the saucer which in itself is circular, and it may 
feel thicker than it is. But we sometimes perceive shapes and so 
on ptetty correctly: material things often have very nearly the 
shapes etc. that we see or feel them as having. And even when we 
make mistakes, they have other shapes, for example, other determ- 
inate properties that belong to the same determinable (that is, 
shape in general) as those which occur as elements in our experien- 
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tial content. We also commonly ascribe to material things colours 
as we see colours, as they occur as elements in our experiential 
content, and again heat, cold, roughness, and so on as we feel 
them; we ascribe tastes as we taste them to bits of food and to 
liquids, smells as we smell them to spatial regions; and I think of 
the ticking sound as I hear it as coming to me from the clock. 
But this is all a mistake, a systematic error. All that is out there 
in teality is the shape, size, position, number, motion-or-rest, and 
solidity, which occur as properties both of large-scale things and 
of their minute parts (though perhaps there is also some substance 
ot substratum to which these properties belong; Locke’s view 
about this will be considered in Chapter 3). It is these properties, 
especially those of the minute parts of things, that cause the 
corresponding sensations and perceptions whose qualitative con- 
tent we wrongly ascribe to external things. On the other hand 
pain as we feel it, though it may be caused by an external object, 
say by a needle sticking into my finger, is not ascribed to that 
external object; rather it is commonly ascribed to the part of one’s 
body in which, as we say, the pain is felt. 

But how does this view connect with what Locke says? How 
is it to be translated into his terminology? First, what about 
‘ideas’? His official definition of ‘idea’ is very wide: ‘whatsoever 
is the object of the understanding when a man thinks’.3 This could 
include real, external, independent things considered as objects of 
thought, and also, as Locke says, what has been meant by such 
terms as ‘phantasm’, ‘notion’, and ‘species’, or what might now 
be called concepts—someone’s idea of blue, say, or of murder— 
and again it could include what I have called experiential content. 
Locke certainly uses it to refer to the elements that form the 
content of a sensory perception while we are having it, but also 
to remembered images, imaginary constructions, and concepts, 
apparently without realizing the difficulty of making a single sort 
of item do all these jobs. But he does take some care to make his 
meaning clear. When he is about to introduce the distinction 
between primary and secondary qualities, he first distinguishes 
between ideas—the word must here be used in a broad sense—‘as 
they are ideas or perceptions in our minds’ and ‘as they are modi- 
fications of matter in the bodies that cause such perceptions in us’, 
and proposes to call only the former édeas.‘ That is, he is introducing 


3Ti. 8. “TI. viii. 7. 
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a marrow sense of ‘ideas’ in which these are to be ‘perceptions 
in our minds’ and not ‘modifications of matter’. One would expect 
him here to call the latter qua/ities, but in fact this is not what he 
proposes to do; rather he says that he will give the name qualities 
to the various powers of objects to produce ideas in us. But 
immediately afterwards his usage is partly inconsistent with this 
proposal, for what he identifies as primary qualities are ‘solidity, 
extension, figure, motion or rest, and number’, and these are not 
powers: rather they are inttinsic properties of things which may 
be the grounds or bases of powers, and they are ‘modifications of 
matter in the bodies . . .” Secondary qualities, however, of which he 
gives as examples ‘colours, sounds, tastes, etc.’, he does identify 
with powers: they are ‘nothing in the objects themselves, but 
powers to produce various sensations in us by their primary 
qualities, i.e. by the bulk, figure, texture, and motion of their 
insensible parts’.5 

In this often-quoted remark ‘nothing . . ., but’ means (despite 
the comma) ‘nothing except’; but many students and some com- 
mentators have tread it as.if ‘but’ were the conjunction, and so 
have taken the first part of the remark as saying that secondary 
qualities are not in the objects at all. This leads easily to the view 
that secondary qualities are ‘in the mind’, that is, that they are a 
species of what Locke has called ideas in the narrow sense. Other 
passages, too, lend some colour to this view; but it is clearly a 
misinterpretation of the doctrine which Locke is trying to 
expound. It might, indeed, be regarded as a merely verbal distor- 
tion of Locke’s main way of speaking: obviously we could, quite 
harmlessly, use the phrase ‘secondary qualities’ to refer to what 
Locke would rather have called our ideas of secondary qualities, 
and find some other term to refer to the powers of things to 
produce these ideas. But historically it has not been harmless. 
For example, this distortion was used by Berkeley in constructing 
a specious argument for his own position (Hylas: . . . secondary 
qualities, have certainly no existence without the mind. . 
Philonous: But what if the same arguments which are brought 
against secondary qualities, will hold proof against these also? 
Hylas: Why then I shall be obliged to think, they too exist only 
in the mind.*) By 1929, according to Reginald Jackson, this distor- 


SII. viii. ro. 
6 First Dialogue in Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous. 
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tion had become the current usage of the term ‘secondary 
qualities’.” 

But this is not the way in which Locke generally uses the 
phrase. His official terminology is that while there are ideas both 
of primary and of secondary qualities, and all such ideas ate in 
our minds, the primary qualities are the intrinsic properties of 
material things, large or small—that is, shape, size, number, 
motion-ot-rest, and solidity—and the secondary qualities are 
powers of material things, whose basis is the primary qualities 
of the minute parts of those things. Locke includes under the 
heading ‘secondary qualities’ both powers to produce ideas of 
colours and so on in us and powers to produce changes in other 
bodies, for example the power of the sun or of a fire to melt 
wax.8 

Locke says that shape, size, etc. ‘may be called real, original, or 
ptimary qualities, because they are in the things themselves, 
whether they ate perceived or no’. This would seem to suggest, 
by contrast, that the secondary qualities are neither real nor orig- 
inal, and are not in the things themselves, or perhaps anywhere, 
unless they are perceived. But to give Locke a consistent view we 
must read this as meaning merely that the secondary qualities are 
powers to produce (especially) perceptions, not that they are 
themselves those perceptions or ideas. 

Locke’s list of primary qualities varies a little, and often includes 
‘texture’. But J take it that the texture of, say, the surface of a body 
is just the way in which the smaller parts at or near that surface 
are arranged: this, like ‘situation’, would be covered by the inclu- 
sion of position in the original list, with the understanding that 
this includes both absolute and relative position. 

Locke also says that ‘the ideas of primary qualities . . . are 
tesemblances of them, and their patterns do really exist in the 
bodies themselves; but the ideas produced in us by these secon- 
dary qualities have no resemblance of them at all’.? He means, 
surely, that material things literally have shapes as we see shapes, 
feel shapes, and think of shapes, that things move in just the sort 
of way in which we see, feel, and think of things moving, and so 
on. But he cannot mean that we never make mistakes, never suffer 


7‘Locke’s Distinction between Primary and Secondary Qualities’, in Mind, 
xxxviii (1929), reprinted in Locke and Berkeley. 
TI. viii. 26, SIL. viii. 15. 
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from illusions, with regard to primary qualities. Essentially what 
he must be claiming is that material things have, for example, 
shapes which are determinations of the same determinable or 
category, shape in general, as are the shapes seen, felt, or thought 
of. Thus I may be wrong in thinking that this table-top is square, 
and my seeing of it as a non-rectangular parallelogram is indeed 
distorted (but of course in a standard, familiar way which does 
not tend to make me judge wrongly, and does not even prevent 
me from—in another sense—seeing it as square at the same time); 
but a physical table-top cou/d have a shape of either of these sorts, 
and this one does have some shape that belongs to the same family 
as these. The contrast that Locke is drawing is with, for example, 
colouts. It is not that we sometimes make mistakes about colours 
—for example, wrongly match two different shades of blue under 
artificial light—but that even under ideal conditions, when we are 
as tight as it is possible to be about colours, colours as we see them 
ate totally different not only from the powers to produce such 
sensations, with which Locke equates the secondary qualities, but 
also from the ground or basis of these powers in the things that 
we call coloured. This ground, Locke thinks, will be only some 
arrangement and motion of the minute parts of the surfaces of 
these things: no colour as we see colour, no determinate within 
that category at all, is literally in or on the things, even when they 
ate illuminated, nor is any determinate of that category in the 
light that comes from the things to our eyes. Similarly, and even 
more obviously, there is nothing of the same category as a sound 
as we hear it either in a vibrating gong or around it: sound as we 
hear it is nothing like a wave motion in the air. It is, of course, a 
trivial logical point that our ideas of secondary qualities, colours 
as we see them, sounds as we hear them, and the like, cannot be 
ot resemble powers. But it is not trivial that they do not resemble 
the grounds of the powers: this is a non-obvious but, Locke 
thinks, real difference between the secondary qualities and the 
primary ones. 

Someone might argue that primary qualities too should be 
identified with powers. A square object has the power to produce 
the idea of squareness in me in favourable conditions of observa- 
tion. Admittedly there are such powers. But we also need a term 
to refer to the intrinsic features of things which form the grounds 
ot bases of their various powers, and it is this job that is done by 
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the phrase ‘primary quality’. A large part of the basis of a thing’s 
power to produce the idea of squareness will, moreover, be its 
literally being square, its having a shape-quality which is just like 
the shape-quality which we find in the experiential content to 
which the thing gives rise. The ideas of primary qualities resemble 
the grounds of the powers to produce those ideas. 

The inclusion of solidity in the list of primary qualities does, 
indeed, make it difficult to sustain this distinction between intrinsic 
qualities and powers, for solidity, as Locke himself explains it, 
seems to be just the power to keep other things out. Yet after 
almost conceding that solidity is just impenetrability, which is 
obviously a power, Locke withdraws and suggests that ‘so/idity . . . 
carries something more of positive in it than émpenetrability; which 
is negative, and is perhaps more a consequence of so/idity than 
solidity itself’.1° That is, he wants solidity to be the ground of the 
power, not the power itself. 

That this is the distinction which Locke is trying to draw 
between primary and secondary qualities will, I believe, be evident 
from a careful and unprejudiced reading of Chapter 8 in Book II 
of the Essay itself. This account agrees also with that given by 
Reginald Jackson in a classic article which, I think, has never 
been superseded. And essentially the same view was put forward 
by Robert Boyle, from whom Locke took the very terms ‘primary 
qualities’ and ‘secondary qualities’.1! It is true that Boyle, like 
Locke himself, shows some tendency to oscillate in his application 
of the term ‘secondary quality’: though he usually applies it to the 
relevant power, he sometimes applies it to the ground of that 
power, and sometimes to the resulting idea. But the substance of 
the view does not depend on the decision where a certain label is 
to be attached, nor need it be undermined by careless inconstancy 
in labelling. What matters is the claims made about what sorts of 
entities are or are not there, and what relations hold or do not 
hold between them. 

There is, indeed, a possible objection to part of my interpreta- 
tion. I have ascribed to Locke the view that there is a systematic 
error in our ordinary thinking, in that we ascribe colours as we 
see them, tastes as we taste them, and so on to material things, in 


MOTT iv. 1. 
11 For Jackson’s article, see note 7 above; for Boyle’s view, see ‘The Origin of 
Forms and Qualities according to the Corpuscular Philosophy’, Works, vol. iii. 
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effect that we mistake secondary qualities for primary ones. But a 
primary/secondary distinction could be introduced not as an error 
theory but as an analysis of what we ordinarily think and say; it 
could be argued that there are differences already implicit in the 
ways we handle qualities of the two sorts. Knowing well that a 
piece of cloth looks a different colour in different lights and even 
at different angles, and even apart from this may look a different 
colout to different people, we may already treat ‘This is crimson’ 
as the ascription of a power rather than as the claim that there is 
in the cloth an intrinsic feature that resembles one of our colour 
ideas. But Locke at least offers his distinction as a correction, not 
as an analysis, of our ordinary concepts. Whereas the power of 
the sun to melt wax is recognized as just a power, the secondary 
qualities ‘are looked upon as real qualities in the things thus 
affecting us’, we are ‘forward to imagine that those ideas are 
resemblances of something really existing in the objects them- 
selves’.!2 And on the whole I think he is right. Though we cannot 
treat secondary qualities in exactly the same way as primary ones, 
yet our dominant ordinary view gives them much the same status, 
and if Locke’s way of drawing the distinction, at least, is to be 
defended, it must be in opposition to everyday assumptions. 

Diagram (i) may help to make plain both the substance of 
Locke’s distinction and the official terminology which he employs, 
not quite consistently, in presenting it. 

If this is the distinction Locke was trying to draw, it is clear 
in what way it presupposes a representative theory of perception. 
It is formulated in terms of a contrast between ideas in minds— 
here especially elements in the content of a present sensory percep- 
tion—and intrinsic features of external material things. It is being 
assumed that the latter are causally responsible for the former, and 
hence that we can speak of powers, whose grounds are such 
intrinsic features, to produce those ideas, among other things. 
The principle of this primary/secondary distinction is that the 
ideas of ptimary qualities resemble the grounds of the powers to 
ptoduce them while the ideas of secondary qualities do not. 
While our ideas of qualities of both kinds correspond to and 
systematically represent real differences in external things, it is with 
the primary qualities alone that our ideas fairly faithfully depict 
what is there in the things. 


12 TT. viii. 24-5. 


ARGUMENTS FOR THE DISTINCTION 17 


Intrinsic features of Powers of Items ‘in minds’ 
material things = ‘P.Q.’ material things 


Shape, size, number, (i) Power to Shapes etc. as we 

position, solidity, produce ideas see and feel them = 

motion-or-test of P.Q. ‘Ideas of P.Q.’ 

(i) on large scale = 

ground of power (i) (ii) Power to Colours as we see 
produce ideas them, sounds as we 
of $.Q. hear them, etc. = 

‘Ideas of S.Q.’ 

(ii) of minute parts (iii) Power to Pain, Sickness, etc. 

= ground of powers produce pain, 

(ii) (iif) and sickness, etc. 

(usually) (iv) 


(iv) Power to 
produce changes 
in other things 


Powers (ii), (iii), 
& (iv) = ‘S.Q’ 


Diagram (1) 


But did Locke have any good reasons for drawing this distinc- 
tion? Can its coherence be defended against well-known philo- 
sophical objections? Should we now accept it, or anything like it, 
as correct? 


2. Arguments for the distinction 


It is clear that Locke adopted the distinction as part of the 
‘corpuscularian philosophy’ of Boyle and other scientists of the 
time whose work Locke knew and admired.3 It had long been 
known that sound is a vibration in the air, and Hooke, Huygens, 
and Newton were trying out wave and corpuscular theories of 
light. In the development of any such theory it is simply super- 
fluous to postulate that there are, in material objects, in the air, 

13 See e.g. the Epistle to the Reader at the beginning of the Essay. 
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or in the light, qualities which are at all like sounds as we hear 
sounds or colours as we see colours. And though science has 
changed the details of its accounts since the seventeenth century, 
the broad outlines of its message on this issue have remained the 
same: the literal ascription of colours as we see colours, and 
the like, to material things, to light, and so on, forms no part of the 
explanation of what goes on in the physical world in the processes 
which lead on to our having the sensations and perceptions that 
we have, but, by contrast, the features actually used in the con- 
struction of such explanations still include spatial position and 
arrangement and motions (of various sorts) of items most of 
which are countable at least in principle. Despite the change from 
a Newtonian to an EHinsteinian space-time framework, physics 
still recognizes, on a large scale, countable things with at least 
relative positions and extensions and motions, and despite the 
Quantum Theory, it still recognizes, on a small scale, particles 
with something like these spatio-temporal determinations. Solid- 
ity, it is true, no longer plays anything like the part it played in 
Boyle’s theory, but is replaced by electromagnetic fields or attrac- 
tive and repulsive forces; but fairly close relatives of all the other 
Boyle-Locke primary qualities still figure among the data of 
physical explanation, whereas no resemblances of our ideas of 
secondary qualities figure among these data. 

But stressing the scientific support for the distinction may 
invite a facile but mistaken shelving of it as being merely of 
physical, not philosophical, importance. “The doctrine of primary 
and secondary qualities is’, says O’Connor ‘. . . nothing but 
some scientific truths dangerously elevated into a philosophical 
doctrine.’ It is often suggested that the so-called primary quali- 
ties are merely those in which physicists are specially interested, 
perhaps because they lend themselves more than othets to 
measurement and to use in mathematically formulated theories, 
but that those of us who have other interests need not defer to 
such base mechanical preferences. But to say this is to miss the 
point. The physical considerations do not concern merely features 
which are scientifically interesting and important; they show that 
there is no good reason for postulating features of a certain other 
sort, namely thoroughly objective features which resemble our 


14‘Locke’, by D. J. O’Connor, in A Critical History of Western Philosophy, ed. 
D. J. O’Connor, p. 210. 
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ideas of secondary qualities. Does this mean that the physicists 
are telling us that grass is not really green and that blood is not 
really red, and that we have to take such dogmatism lying down? 
That would be a misleading way of putting the question. Of 
course grass and blood differ in some respect which is related to 
the different colour sensations that we get in looking at them in 
ordinary conditions in a good light. We could use colour-words 
in such a way that this, along with some family of similar resem- 
blances and differences, was all that we meant in saying that grass 
is green, that blood is red, and so on. Over-reliance on the Witt- 
gensteinian thesis that we need ‘outward criteria’ might lead to 
the conclusion that this is how we already do and must use colour- 
words, that only thus can their use form part of a public language. 
The physicist has nothing to say that would undermine this use. 
But I have no doubt that most people who use colour-words are 
commonly inclined to believe something more than is enshrined 
in this publicly establishable use, something that may be indicated 
by saying that colours as we see them belong intrinsically to the 
(illuminated) surfaces of material objects. The physicist (seven- 
teenth- or twentieth-century) can point out that he has no need 
of this hypothesis. But admittedly physics does not itself tell us 
that no such properties are there. This denial is a further, philo- 
sophical, step; but it is one which is at least prima facie reasonable 
in the light of the successes of physical theory. 

We might further explain and defend the Lockean view about 
secondary qualities by considering what it would be like for it to 
be false and for us to have evidence of its falsity—for example, 
what would be required to justify our taking colours to be primary 
qualities. For this two steps would be needed. First, we should 
want a scientific case for postulating the existence of qualities 
with the spatial structure of colours, either in addition to or 
instead of the hypothesized micro-structures to which physicists 
would at present refer in explaining colour phenomena. Secondly, 
we should need some reason for believing that the postulated 
surface-covering quality of redness was, qualitatively, as we sec 
it—-that is, that different people, and even members of different 
species, if not colour-blind, all see red alike (it is not the case that 
you see red as I see green, for example), and that their red-seeing 
was veridical not only in that they would agree with one another 
in judgements about what things were red, and not only in that 
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there was some objective feature to which those judgements 
corresponded, but also in that this feature was just as they all 
perceived it. But in fact not even the first of these two require- 
ments is satisfied, so the question whether the second is satisfied 
does not even arise. 

Physics, then, gives us no reason for taking colours as primary 
qualities, and much the same can be said about sound-qualities, 
tastes, smells, heat, and cold. And the philosophical principle of 
economy of postulation then supplies a reason for not introducing 
supposedly objective qualities of kinds for which physics has no 
need. Perhaps the strongest argument for Locke’s distinction, 
therefore, is based, partly, though not wholly, on physics. 

Locke himself, however, was not a physicist, and he says 
repeatedly that it would be contrary to the design of his essay to 
‘inquire philosophically into the peculiar constitution of bodies’.1® 
Yet he does not merely take over the primary/secondary distinc- 
tion from Boyle, he argues for it, and his arguments are rather a 
mixed bag, good, bad, and indifferent. 

First, in introducing the distinction, Locke picks out, as what 
he will call primary, such qualities 


as are utterly inseparable from the body, in what estate soever it be; 
such as, in all the alterations ... it suffers .. . it constantly keeps; and 
such as sense constantly finds in every particle of matter which has 
bulk enough to be perceived, and the mind finds inseparable from 
every particle of matter, though less than to make itself singly be 
perceived by our senses,16 


Locke is here making two points: that when a body is changed or 
divided it, or its parts, if they are big enough to be seen, can still 
be seen to have shape, size, and the other primary qualities, and 
that even if the parts are too small to be seen, we still have to 
think of them as having shape, size, and so on. But the contrast 
he is drawing seems to depend on an unfair comparison between 
determinable qualities on the primary side and determinate ones 
on the secondary side. The determinate shape, size, and so on of a 
material thing are as alterable as its determinate colour; and while, 
no matter how you knock a thing about, cut it up, and so on, 
either it or its parts will still have some shape, some size, and so 
on, it seems equally true that so long as the parts are big enough 


e.g. IL. xxi. 73. 16 TI. viii. 9. 
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to be seen it or they will still have some colour. We can regard 
heat-or-cold, or temperature, as a determinable analogous to 
motion-or-rest: a thing’s determinate temperature is separable 
from it, but so is its determinate state of rest or motion, and just 
as it will always have some motion-or-rest, so it will also have 
some temperature. But if we carry division to the point where the 
separate particles are no longer perceivable by the senses, it seems 
citcular to appeal to the fact that the mind will still give each 
particle some shape and size, but not, perhaps, any colour or any 
temperature. If the mind discriminates thus, it will be because it 
has already adopted the distinction: this cannot be the evidence 
upon which the distinction itself is based. Despite the prominent 
place given to it, this is therefore almost worthless as an argu- 
ment; at best it might provide part of what is meant in calling a 
quality primary. But even in this respect it is misleading; as we 
have seen, what is central in the notion of a primary quality is 
that it is an intrinsic feature of material things, but is also a resem- 
blance of some idea—that is, at least of the same category as some 
features that figure within the contents of our experience—and that 
it is something that the best physical theory will find it necessary 
to use as a starting-point of explanation. But clearly a feature 
could satisfy all these requirements even if it disappeared when 
things were divided beyond a certain point. 

Secondly, and much mote usefully, Locke does refer in outline 
to the physical considerations which provide the best support for 
the distinction—the causal processes involved in perception, the 
likelihood that ‘some singly imperceptible bodies’ come from 
seen objects to the eyes, and so convey some motion to the brain. 
We can conceive, Locke says, that God should annex the ideas of 
colours to motions to which they have no similitude; but the 
theology is dispensable: all he needs here is the principle that the 
sensation-effect need not resemble its cause, as we know it does 
not when pain is produced by the motion of a piece of steel 
dividing our flesh. Similarly, we need light to see colours; things 
have no colour in the dark. But no one, Locke thinks, will suppose 
that the light produces colours as qualities of what we call coloured 
objects. It is a much more plausible hypothesis that different sut- 
face textures merely reflect different rays of light.1” 

A third argument of the same sort is weaker though more 


1771. viii. 12-13 and 19, also IV. xvi. 12. 
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picturesque. If you pound an almond, the taste and colour change, 
but ‘what real alteration can the beating of the pestle make in any 
body, but an alteration of the texture of it??18 Someone might 
well reply that if there were intrinsic colour-as-we-see-it and 
taste-as-we-taste-it qualities, the beating could alter them, 
and that in any case it might easily release differently coloured and 
differently tasting liquids previously shut up in the cells of the nut. 
The most that Locke should have said is that the result of this 
experiment is consistent with his view. 

A fourth argument draws an analogy between ideas of secon- 
dary qualities and pain and nausea. Everyone will admit that there 
is nothing like pain or nausea in the materials that produce them 
in us, so why should we suppose that there must be something 
like colours as we see them, sounds as we hear them, and so on 
in the objects that produce these ideas in us? This shows, indeed, 
that there may well be a pattern of relationships such as Locke 
describes for secondary qualities, where in virtue of some basis 
in an object it has the power to produce in us a sensation whose 
content is quite unlike that basis; but it gives no reason for 
supposing that colours, sounds, and so on conform to this pattern 
whereas shapes, sizes, motions, and so on do not. This argument 
shows that there may be secondary qualities, but not that the line 
between primary and secondary qualities is to be drawn just where 
Locke draws it. There is no obvious respect in which colours etc. 
are more akin to pain and nausea than shapes are. 

Fifthly, Locke shows how his theory enables us to explain such 
illusions as our feeling the same water as hot with one hand but 
as cold with the other: if our feelings of warmth and cold arise 
from changes in the motion of minute parts of our ‘nerves and 
animal spirits’, it is easy to see how the lukewarm water could 
produce these different feelings by speeding up the relevant 
motions in the one hand and slowing down those in the other.19 
In itself this is a good argument, though of course just part of the 
‘corpuscularian philosophy’. But Locke throws in, for contrast, 
the remark that ‘figure’—that is, shape—‘never produce[s] the 
idea of a square by one hand [and] of a globe by another’. Though 
literally correct, this is unfortunate because it has led careless 
readers from Berkeley onwards to think that Locke is founding 
the primary/secondary distinction on the claim that secondary 
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qualities are subject to sensory illusion while primary qualities 
are not. It is then easy for Berkeley to reply that illusions also 
occur with respect to primary qualities like shape, size, and 
motion, and hence that there can be no distinction between the 
two groups of qualities; and then, adding the further misinterpre- 
tation (noted above) that secondary qualities exist only in the 
mind, to conclude that Locke himself would be required, for 
consistency, to admit that the primary qualities also exist only in 
the mind. But of course Locke’s argument does not rest on any 
such claim that illusions affect only the secondary qualities; he 
himself records illusions that affect primary qualities like size and 
number;7° it is rather that the corpuscular theory is confirmed as 
a scientific hypothesis by its success in explaining various illusions 
in detail. The explanations which it gives of illusions about secon- 
dary qualities make use of the assignment, to the powers to pro- 
duce the corresponding ideas, of bases which do not resemble 
those ideas; but the same is not true of the explanations which it 
would give of illusions about primary qualities. The latter explana- 
tions still involve the assignment to material objects of qualities 
of just the same category as those that occur within our experien- 
tial content. 

The arguments that Locke explicitly offers, then, add up to 
something of a case for the primary/secondary distinction, but 
not to a very strong one. Its best support comes from the success 
of a certain programme of physical explanation, success which 
indeed has come mainly after Locke’s time. But even in Locke’s 
time it had had some successes, though he does not consider it 
any part of his task to report them, and it had a fair degree of 
initial plausibility. Science, including popular science, has, I think, 
constantly adhered to something like the Boyle-Locke distinction; 
but philosophers have, in the main, been hostile to it, believing 
that there are powerful, perhaps even overwhelming, arguments 
on the other side, in particular those first put forward by 
Berkeley.21 What are these objections, and are they really so 
forceful? 

20 e.g. he notes how distance affects apparent size, and how differently we should 
see things if we had microscopic eyes (II. xxi. 63; II. xxiii. 12), and he mentions 
‘that seeming odd experiment of seeing only the two outward ones of three bits of 
paper stuck up against a wall...’ (‘An Examination of P. Malebranche’s Opinion 


of Seeing All Things in God’, Works, vol. 9, p. 216). 
21 Especially in the First Dialogue. 
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3. Arguments against the distinction 


Berkeley develops at great length the argument that illusions 
occur equally in our perception of primary qualities. But this, as 
we have seen, is simply beside the point, since the distinction 
does not rest at all upon the mere fact that illusions occur with 
the secondary qualities. A second argument runs thus: ‘... if 
you will trust your senses, is it not plain all sensible qualities 
co-exist, or to them appear as being in the same place? Do they 
ever represent a motion, or figure, as being divested of all other 
visible and tangible qualities?’ The answer is, of course that they 
donot, but that itis an ignoratio elenchito appeal to ‘the senses’ and how 
they ‘represent’ things, that is, to what we find in the 
content of sensory or perceptual experience, against a theory 
whose whole point is that things are in many respects not as they 
are sensorily perceived. A third argument takes this issue further: 
‘it is impossible even for the mind to disunite the ideas of exten- 
sion and motion from all other sensible qualities’—that is, we 
cannot even conceive an extended moving thing without giving 
it some colour or some other secondary quality. In so far as this 
is just an appeal to what we can or cannot imagine, it is hardly 
relevant. If, as the second argument has stressed, we always exper- 
ience extended things as having either colours-as-we-see-them or 
tactile surface qualities as we feel them, it is not surprising if our 
imaginings are similarly restricted. But behind this there is a more 
setious conceptual problem. Nearly all the primary qualities 
which Locke lists are, in a broad sense, geometrical ones. Shape, 
size, texture, motion-or-rest, and number are all only aspects of 
the spatio-temporal patterning or distribution or arrangement of 
some stuff (or stuffs). Each of these, and even all of them together, 
are essentially incomplete: there must be something that occupies 
some spatio-temporal regions and not others. It would be useless 
to draw the boundary of a certain shape if there were no difference 
between what was on one side of the boundary and what was on 
the other. But have we not forgotten about solidity? This is not a 
purely geometrical feature; could it not be the item of which each 
specific extension is the extension? Locke says “This is the idea 
[that is, quality] which belongs to body, whereby we conceive it to 
fill space.’22 As Hume very forcibly pointed out, if solidity is just 
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impenetrability, the power to exclude other things of the same 
sort, it cannot do this job. If two things are to keep each other 
out of the regions they occupy, each must be not only something 
other than just a specific region, but also something other than 
the ability to keep others out of that region.”3 But, as we have 
seen, Locke’s view is that solidity is not just impenetrability, not 
just a power but the ground of this power. However, this creates 
a difficulty for Locke’s claim that solidity is a primary quality in 
the sense that the quality itself resembles the idea we have of it. 
If solidity is the space-filling feature which makes the difference 
between body and empty space and enables each body to keep 
other bodies out, then we do not have a simple, adequate idea of 
it, but only the indirect and relative notion of it as the supposed 
ot inferred ground of a power which is itself learned from its 
manifestations. 

In the Boyle-Locke theory primary qualities are meant to play 
two roles: they are meant to be objective features which resemble 
the ideas to which they give rise in us, and to be the features that 
a viable physical theory will use as starting-points of explanation. 
What our argument shows is that a complete list of items that 
play the former role is not a complete list of the items that are 
needed to play the latter. But it does not show that the qualities 
Locke has listed as primary ones, other than solidity, cannot play 
both roles. Nor does it show (as Hume thought) that any of the 
present secondary qualities has to be taken over and transferred 
to the ‘primary’ list for the second purpose. Rather, the additional 
basic physical feature will be something that should not be, and 
perhaps is not, on either the primary or the secondary list because 
it does not appear in our ordinary experiential content at all. 
And of coutse there may be more than one such feature. Locke’s 
solidity should not have been on either list: it is an inferred 
physical property. Modern physics will not indeed use this; but 
electric charge is one feature which has come into physical theory 
to play a corresponding part, and mass (rest mass) is perhaps 
another. Neither of these is an immediate object of any of our 
senses, so neither can be called a primary quality in the sense of 
an intrinsic feature of material things which is also a ‘resemblance’ 
of some ordinary pre-scientific idea. 

Developed in this way, then, this Berkeley-Hume objection 

23 Treatise, Bk. I, Pt. IV, Sect. 4 (hereafter I. iv. 4). 
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does indeed point to a revision needed in Locke’s account of 
primary qualities, especially the distinction of their two roles and 
the recognition of some items which play the second role but 
not the first. But this objection does not show any need to break 
down the distinction between primary and secondary qualities. 
But, it may be said, this is the wrong way to develop the objection. 
Whether or not physical theory needs further space-occupying 
properties, which may well be initially quite unknown to us, we 
need, for a coherent account of what we perceive and can imagine, 
some Anown space-filling property or properties to make the 
difference between body and empty space for ws. And since this 
cannot be one of Locke’s primary qualities (solidity having been 
removed from the list) and cannot be unknown or unperceived, it 
must be one (or mote) of the secondary qualities. But this need 
not be conceded. Visually, indeed, it is as coloured that we are 
able to pick out space-occupying material things. Tactually, it is 
as having certain felt surface qualities. But what if I feel over the 
surface of a rigid body, say the top, edge, and the underside of a 
table-top, not directly with my fingers but with some instrument, 
such as a pencil? Can I not thus detect a shape without being 
aware of any quality that fills that shape other than the power, 
impenetrability? Although this was not an adequate candidate 
for the space-occupying role from the point of view of physical 
theory, it is adequate in relation to this other, experiential, way of 
developing the difficulty. Impenetrability could conceivably be 
all that made the difference for us between body and empty space. 
But even if this were not so, how would it matter? We should 
merely be brought back by another route to Berkeley’s thesis that 
neither our senses nor our imaginations ever represent to us 
collections of primary qualities alone without secondary qualities, 
and this would be irrelevant as an argument against Locke’s 
view, the whole point of which is that things are not as they are 
sensorily perceived, that we need to revise and correct the 
picture of the world which we initially acquire by the use of our 
senses. 

Berkeley’s other arguments against the distinction amount to 
little more than ingenious satire and rhetoric—for example, the 
way in which Philonous traps Hylas into saying (in attempting to 
defend Locke’s view) that real sounds are never heard, but may— 
since they are wave motions—possibly be seen or felt. The 
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Lockean view is at variance with initial common-sense opinions, 
and it is not easy to express it naturally and coherently in the 
otdinary language whose primary function is to make statements 
within the framework of those common-sense opinions. The term 
‘sound’ is thus initially employed both to denote a feature that 
forms part of the content of our experience—or at least that is of 
the same category as features that do so—and to denote a supposed 
independently existing entity. But Locke’s account of secondary 
qualities is precisely that with them nothing plays both these 
roles; someone who adopts that account must then either say 
that there are no sounds or else use the word to denote one or 
other of the items that (in his opinion) do exist but violate its 
linguistic connection with the other. It will be awkward for him 
to express his view; but this is no good argument against that 
view, but rather a glaring example of an invalid way of appealing 
to ordinary language to settle a philosophical issue. 

None of these arguments of Berkeley’s, then, tells at all forcibly 
against Locke’s distinction. But in examining them we have 
shown up an assumption which Locke makes but which is 
implausible from the start. His primary qualities have to do two 
jobs: they have to be the constituents of the physical world (and 
hence the starting-points of explanations in the best possible 
physical theory), but they also have to be features of which some 
of our ideas are ‘resernblances’, that is, they have to be of cate- 
gories which are fairly correctly depicted in the way in which we 
sensorily perceive the physical world. But there is little reason to 
suppose that every real constituent, even basic constituent, of 
physical things will be recorded in our perceptions, and we have 
found an argument which shows that physical theory must postu- 
late at least one constituent feature (to be the extension-occupier) 
of which no pre-scientific idea that we have is a resemblance. It is 
interesting to note that Locke at least once explicitly left room for 
such a development, remarking that our ideas of secondary quali- 
ties depend ‘upon the primary qualities of their minute and in- 
sensible parts or, if not upon them, upon something yet more 
remote from our comprehension’.*4 

But there is still a major difficulty for the distinction as Locke 
drew it. It is formulated within the framework of a representative 
theory of perception which distinguishes sharply between ideas in 
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out minds and any externally real things, while postulating that 
our ideas ate causally produced by those external things acting 
upon our sense-organs and through them on our brains, and yet 
assumes that we can speak intelligibly about resemblances between 
some of our ideas and those external realities. It is in terms of this 
theory that primary qualities are distinguished in status from 
secondary ones, that though we have ideas of both sorts, the 
corresponding realities in the one case resemble the ideas, but not 
in the other, that the primary qualities really are qualities, and ate 
themselves the ground or basis of the powers to produce the 
corresponding ideas, whereas the secondary qualities are mere 
powers, whose ground or basis is the primary qualities of minute 
parts. But the representative theory has been severely criticized 
and is widely believed to be completely untenable; if so, this 
must be fatal for any distinction between primary and secondary 
qualities that is developed within its framework. 

This is the most serious difficulty for Locke’s distinction; but 
I shall postpone discussion of it until the next chapter. In the 
remainder of the present chapter I shall consider two distinctions 
which are related to Locke’s distinction between primary and 
secondary qualities, but which do not require any sort of repre- 
sentative theory and which could therefore survive criticisms 
which might be fatal to the distinction as Locke drew it. 


4. Aristotle’s distinction and Molyneux’s problem—common and 
Special sensibles 


First, there is a distinction which goes back at least to Aristotle 
between objects of perception which are perceived by more than 
one sense—perhaps by all, but at least both by sight and by 
touch—and those which are perceived by one sense only.”5 This 
distinction coincides fairly closely with Locke’s: Aristotle men- 
tions as ‘common sensibles’ motion, rest, shape, size, number, and 
unity, while colour, sound, and flavour are examples of the 
‘special sensibles’. There is no doubt that there is a distinction 
which can be drawn in these terms quite innocently, without 
commitment to any further theory about the objective status of 
these various items. On the other hand, this difference might be 
taken as a piece of evidence supporting Locke’s distinction, as a 


25 Aristotle, De Anima, 418°. 9-24; 425 . 14-21. 
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datum of experience for which Locke’s account provides an 
explanation. If material things themselves literally have shape, 
size, and so on, it is not surprising that we can become aware of 
their shapes, sizes, and so on, more or less accurately, by way of 
more than one sensory channel; and if, for example, shapes as we 
see them and shapes as we feel them both resemble shapes as 
material things actually have them, intrinsically, they will naturally 
resemble one another. But if our idea of some secondary quality 
is merely a causal product of the interaction of something external 
with some sense-organ and some part of the central nervous 
system and does not resemble anything external, then it is on the 
whole to be expected that it will be peculiar to that particular 
sense. 

This suggestion, however, faces some exceptions and problems. 
Some qualities seem to be common to the senses of taste and smell 
—there can be a sour smell as well as a sour taste. Are these, then 
to count as common sensibles? If so, our argument from Aris- 
totle’s distinction to Locke’s would suggest that sourness is to 
be a primary quality, whereas it is obviously a secondary one for 
Locke. But this is easily explained away. The mechanisms of the 
senses of taste and smell are so similar and so closely related that 
the same ground in the material object—presumably in minute 
particles floating in the air as well as in the food—can give rise to 
similar ideas by way of the two mechanisms. 

A more serious question is whether the primary qualities really 
ate common sensibles to sight and touch, for example whether 
visual and tactual ideas of shape really resemble one another. 
Locke himself discusses Molyneux’s problem, whether a man 
born blind, who has learned to distinguish by touch a cube and a 
sphere of the same metal and of about the same size, and who then 
acquires the sense of sight, would be able to tell which was which 
of a cube and a sphere by sight alone, before he had touched 
them.”6 Locke agrees with Molyneux that the man would not be 
able to do this. Berkeley also agreed, and developed this answer 
by maintaining that the visual ideas of the two shapes are quite 
different from the tactual ideas of them, and that it is only exper- 
ience that enables us to correlate visual with tactual ideas, and so 
to expect a certain tactual impression where we have had the 
correlated (but intrinsically quite different) visual one. OnBerkeley’s 
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view there is, at least primitively, no one common sensible 
shape (or size, and so on: though Berkeley is evasive about number, 
attempting to brush it aside as ‘entirely the creature of the mind’) :?7 
the name of any particular shape, say ‘square’, stands for a pair of 
cotrelated ideas, one visual and one tactual, and what Aristotle 
takes as the perceiving of some one object through two senses is 
really the separate perceiving, by each of the two senses, of an idea 
special to that sense, accompanied by an inference to or expectation 
of the correlated idea which is peculiar to the other sense.”® 

Did Locke, then, in giving the same answer to Molyneux’s 
problem as Berkeley gave later, commit himself to the denial that 
shape, for example, is a common sensible? I think not, for if we 
pay attention to the context in which he refers to the problem we 
can see that his reason for the negative answer to Molyneux’s 
question is quite different from Berkeley’s. Locke uses it to illus- 
trate the thesis that ‘the ideas we receive by sensation are often in 
grown people altered by the judgment, without our taking notice 
of it’; in other words, perception is modified by unconscious 
automatic interpretation, and we owe this to experience. For 
example, where all that we see (in one sense) is ‘a plane variously 
coloured’ we get the impression of a convex surface; ‘the judg- 
ment... frames to itself the perception of a convex figure. . .’ 
We can infer that Locke’s reason for saying that Molyneux’s man 
would not be able, before touching the objects he was now seeing 
for the first time, to say which was the sphere and which the cube 
is that this man would not have acquired automatic interpreta- 
tions of various patterns of shading as indicators of three- 
dimensional shapes such as spherical convexity or the corner of a 
cube projecting towards the viewer. As Locke says, quoting 
Molyneux himself, ‘he has not yet attained the experience that 
what affects his touch so or so must affect his sight so or so; or 
that a protuberant angle in the cube, that pressed his hand un- 
equally, shall appear to his eye as it does in the cube’. But this 
would leave open the possibility that two-dimensional shape 
should be a common sensible for sight and touch. 

In fact, Molyneux’s question is confusing, because it raises 
more than one issue. The issues would be discriminated if we 
were to ask two separate questions: first, whether Molyneux’s 


21 A New Theory of Vision, §§ 47-9, 96-105, 110-11, 132-6, etc. 
28 Op. cit., § 109, 
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man would be able to say which was which of two flat plates, one 
square and one circular, placed with their flat surfaces at right 
angles to his line of sight, and secondly, whether he would be 
able to say which was which of a flat circular plate (still so placed) 
and a sphere. Berkeley would, of course, answer ‘No’ to both 
questions. But it would be more plausible to say ‘Yes’ to the first 
question and ‘No’ to the second. This affirmative answer to the 
first question would rest on the assumption that (two-dimensional) 
squareness and circularity can each be detected both by sight and 
by touch, or again that a circle as seen and a circle as felt share 
the genuinely common feature of being the same all round, 
whereas a square, whether seen or felt, has the contrasting feature 
that its four corners are different from its four sides. But the 
negative answer to the second question would rest on the view 
that there is no feature genuinely common to convexity as felt 
and to the shading by which an artist represents convexity— 
something like the latter being all that Molyneux’s man could see 
when he looked at the sphere for the first time. 

In fact there is some (admittedly inconclusive) experimental 
evidence in favour of an affirmative answer to our first question.?9 
R. L. Gregory reports the case of a man who was not indeed 
totally blind, but with no useful vision, not from birth but from 
the age of ten months, and whose sight was restored by corneal 
grafts. It appears that he could recognize ordinary objects by 
sight, could tell the time by a seen clockface, having previously 
learned to tell the time by touching the hands of a large watch 
with no glass, and could recognize capital letters which he had 
learned by touch. Provided that we can discount his experiences 
up to the age of ten months and such vision as he had between 
that age and the operation, this man’s performance disproves 
Berkeley’s thesis that the objects of sight have, initially, nothing 
in common with the objects of touch—of course ‘touch’ must 
here be taken to include kinaesthesis. But it says nothing against 
Locke’s thesis that only an experienced correlation enables us to 
interpret shading as relief. Gregory’s report does not include any 
direct answer to our second question, but it does say that the 
man had no impression of depth from the Necker cube and 


29R, L. Gregory, Concepts and Mechanisms of Perception, pp. 65-129 (reprint of 
monograph by R. L. Gregory and Jean Wallace, Recovery from Early Blindness: a 
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similar line-drawings. This indirectly supports a negative answer 
to our second question, since it shows that the man did not 
respond to a remotely analogous visual indication of depth. 
There is, then, some evidence in favour of Locke’s negative 
answer to the precise question with which he was concerned. If a 
man like Molyneux’s could, contrary to what Locke thought, 
also distinguish a sphere from a flat circular plate, it could only 
be by some innate or instinctive faculty of interpreting shading 
as telief. This is not impossible, but it would be much more 
surprising than the reported achievements which show only an 
ability visually to recognize two-dimensional shapes and patterns 
previously learned by touch. 

I conclude that Locke could, consistently with his negative 
answer to Molyneux’s question in the context in which he dis- 
cussed it, hold that we get the same idea of shape from both 
sight and touch, provided that this is confined to two-dimensional 
shape. This view is intrinsically plausible, and such empirical 
evidence as there is supports it against Berkeley’s thesis. If there 
are thus common sensibles for sight and touch, we can take 
Aristotle’s distinction innocently in its own right. But we can 
also take it, more interestingly, as evidence that supports Locke’s 
mote speculative distinction between primary and secondary 
qualities. 

This discussion does, however, force us to qualify Locke’s 
claim that our ideas of shapes resemble the intrinsic qualities of 
objects which causally produce those ideas. This will hold for 
both visually and tactually acquired ideas of two-dimensional 
shape, and perhaps for some tactually acquired ideas of three- 
dimensional shape. It may hold also for visually acquired ideas of 
three-dimensional shape, but only in so far as these ideas are the 
product of unconscious interpretation based on experience, ‘a 
settled habit . . . performed so constantly and so quick, that we 
take that for the perception of our sensation which is an idea 
formed by our judgment’. Something similar would apply, I 
believe, to most tactual perception of three-dimensional shape. 
We have had to learn both to see and to feel things as making up 
a three-dimensional Euclidean world. Only by an unconsciously 
sophisticated performance do we form those ideas of three- 
dimensional shapes which resemble the intrinsic shape-qualities of 
the things that give rise to them. 
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5. Bennett’s distinction 


Another way of distinguishing primary from secondary qualities 
has been introduced and defended by Jonathan Bennett.° Primary 
qualities such as size have far more complex connections with our 
experiences, with the ways in which things interact, than do 
secondary qualities. Consequently someone can be colour-blind 
without its being brought home to him by any ordinary conjunc- 
tion of other experiences that there is anything wrong, whereas to 
suppose that someone could be size-blind without its showing up 
almost at once we should have to suppose a fantastically compli- 
cated systematic distortion of his perceptions as compared with 
those of other people. It is therefore a contingent matter that we 
agree as well as we do about what tastes bitter or what looks 
green. Bennett mentions phenol-thio-urea as a substance that tastes 
intensely bitter to three people out of four but which is tasteless to 
the rest; consequently selective breeding or mass surgery could 
bring it about that everyone found it bitter or again that no one 
did. Describable and easily understandable procedures could 
bring it about that this stuff was, or was not, bitter in just as 
unambiguous a way as lemons ate now sour or sugar sweet. 
Bennett admits that secondary qualities have some causal connec- 
tions with other aspects of our experience: red apples are more 
squashable than green ones, different colours reflect light of 
different wavelengths, and so on; but these are relatively few and 
unimportant, and are no obstacle to our basing colour descriptions 
simply on how things look, and flavour descriptions simply on 
how they taste. 

There is no doubt a difference between qualities in such a 
degree of causal connectedness, but a primary/secondary distinc- 
tion based simply on this would be very different from Locke’s. 
Bennett’s distinction is one of degree only, not of kind or status. 
It would lead to the conclusion that the primary qualities are of 
special importance for a description of the natural world, and 
particularly for a science or technology that is interested in causa- 
tion, in bringing things about; but it would not lead to the 
conclusion that material things as they are in themselves can be 
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completely described in terms of primary qualities—including 
those of theit minute parts—alone. 

At least in his original article Bennett thinks that this difference 
is to the advantage of his distinction as against Locke’s: ‘Locke is 
wrong’, he says, ‘in that part of each claim which Berkeley accepss’, 
that is, in suggesting that ‘secondary qualities . . . sit looser to the 
world than is usually thought’, for example that ‘things do not 
really have temperatures’.3! But this last is a misleading way of 
putting Locke’s thesis: of course things really differ in ways 
which our feelings of them as hot or cold roughly indicate, and 
which our measurements with thermometers discriminate better, 
but Locke may still be right if what he means is that heat as we 
feel heat and coldness as we feel coldness are not present in the 
things themselves in the same way as their shape (or, we might 
now add, their mass). 

In his article, Bennett emphasizes only this difference of degree 
of interconnectedness. Later, in his book, he distinguishes what 
he calls Locke’s analytic thesis from his causal thesis.32 The analytic 
thesis is that a statement attributing a secondary quality to a thing 
is equivalent to a counterfactual conditional, of the form: ‘If x 
stood in relation R to a normal human, the human would have a 
sensory idea of such and such a kind’. That is, the analytic thesis 
equates secondary quality statements with attributions of powers 
to things. The causal thesis is that ‘in a perfected and completed 
science, all our secondaty-quality perceptions would be causally 
explained in terms of the primary qualities of the things we 
perceive’. 

Whatever else the analytic thesis is, it is not analytically true. 
This is obviously not what ordinary secondary-quality statements 
as naively used mean. It is, however, what Locke is proposing that 
they should mean. But what supports this recommendation? Why 
should we give this sort of meaning to secondary-quality state- 
ments but not give a similar powers meaning to primary-quality 
statements? Bennett strangely seems to suggest that it is his 
distinction between degrees of interconnectedness that would 
justify this discrimination. But I see no reason why it should, if 
there is no difference in status between the two sets of qualities. 
At most, what it would justify is the use of a more complicated 
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sort of powers meaning for primary-quality statements: a primary 
quality would be a many-track or multiply-manifested disposition 
whereas a secondary quality would be a single-track or singly- 
manifested one.*3 But to justify the more extreme difference of 
giving a powers meaning to secondary-quality statements but not 
to primary-quality ones at all we need rather something like the 
causal thesis. For if the causal thesis were true, then the literal 
attribution of colours as we see them (and so on) to things would 
serve no explanatory purpose; it would therefore be unjustified; 
and only by limiting secondary-quality statements to a powers 
meaning could we keep them strictly true, whereas primary- 
quality statements could still be strictly true with a non-disposi- 
tional meaning. So although the analytic and the causal thesis 
can be distinguished, they go together very naturally in Locke’s 
thought: it is the latter that supports the former, and supports it 
far better than Bennett’s distinction of degree would. These two 
theses together, then, with the naturally associated view about 
what is and what is not really there, constitute the most important 
and interesting, but admittedly speculative and controversial, 
distinction between primary and secondary qualities. Bennett’s 
distinction, like Aristotle’s, points to a real and not very contro- 
versial difference: but it gains in significance when it is seen as a 
preliminary step towards the Boyle—Locke distinction—or some 
modernized variant of this. 

The phenol argument, indeed, would support Locke’s distinction 
rather than Bennett’s. If one (genetically or surgically producible) 
physiological condition makes people classify phenol-thio-urea 
along with gall, aloes, quinine, and other paradigmatically 
bitter-tasting things, whereas another physiological condition 
makes people classify it away from these and along with water, 
pure alcohol, fish fingers, the flesh of battery chickens, and other 
paradigmatically tasteless things, then it is less plausible to suppose 
that flavours as we taste them are ever actually in the things. A 
similar powerful argument about colours is given by J. J. C. 
Smart.34 Even for people with normal vision, there is no simple 
correlation between seen colour and wavelength of light: the 
colour-sensation produced by pure light of a certain single 


33 Por this distinction, see G. Ryle, The Concept of Mind, pp. 44-5, also my Truth, 
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wavelength can also be produced by various appropriate mixtures 
of light of quite different wavelengths, and it is therefore most 
improbable that there is any single quality, an objective ‘resem- 
blance’ of, say, my sensation of a particular shade of green, in all 
the things, or all the light-rays, that give me this sensation; and if 
it is unlikely that such an objective qua/e is in all of them, it is also 
unlikely—because quite gratuitous to postulate—that it is in any 
of them. 

There is, then, in the end a strong case for a distinction between 
primary and secondary qualities which is essentially that of Boyle 
and Locke, backed up by further arguments from physics of the 
same general sort as those which they used, but revised by the 
relegation of solidity to the status of a power and by the recogni- 
tion of objectively real and physically important properties which 
ate not resemblances of any of our ordinary ideas The question 
remains whether this account is undermined by objections to the 
representative theory of perception within whose framework it is 
formulated. 


2 


REPRESENTATIVE THEORIES 
OF PERCEPTION 


Dip Locke hold a representative theory of perception? Can any 
such theory, whether held by Locke or not, be defended? In any 
case, what are we to take as a representative theory? Can we 
distinguish a crude picture-theory from more sophisticated kinds 
of representationalism? And if Locke did hold any such theory, 
how important was it for him—was the rest of his thought built 
on of around it? All these questions have been raised and call for 
discussion. In Chapter 1, indeed, I have said that Locke’s form 
of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities pre- 
supposes a representative theory, but since it has been argued 
that he could not have held such a theory, at least in the usual 
sense, my interpretation still needs to be defended. 

The questions just listed include substantive philosophical 
issues and questions of interpretation. But these are closely 
connected. For if we find that some representative theory is 
defensible, this will make it easier to believe that Locke adopted 
it. On the other hand, it is Bennett’s belief that what he calls the 
veil-of-perception doctrine is a serious error, and hence that any 
primary/secondary distinction drawn within its framework would 
be equally indefensible, that leads him to think that what Locke 
was trying to express was Bennett’s own less speculative distinc- 
tion between primary and secondary qualities. 


1. Did Locke hold a representative theory? 


Woozley, while admitting that Locke held ‘some kind of repte- 
sentationalism’, denies that he held a ‘picture-original theory of 
sense-perception’. Locke, he says, never talked of seeing ideas of 
tables, and he quotes Locke’s own criticism of Malebranche as 
proof that he was well aware of what is commonly taken to be 
the fatal objection to a representative theory (construed as a 
picture-original theory): ‘. .. how can I know that the picture of 
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anything is like that thing, when I never see that which it repre- 
sents?! Woozley comments, ‘It is scarcely credible both that 
Locke should be able to see and to state so clearly the fundamental 
objection to the picture-original theory of sense-perception, and 
that he should have held that theory himself. If his own theory of 
perception were so obviously open to precisely the same objec- 
tion, how could he have failed to realise it?? However, as we 
shall see, he did realize it, but thought that he could reply to the 
objection. 

Locke may never have spoken of seeing ideas, but he certainly 
spoke of perceiving them. When he is making explicit the narrow 
sense of ‘idea’ in which ideas are distinguished from qualities, he 
says ‘Whatsoever the mind perceives in itself, or is the immediate 
object of perception, thought, or understanding, that I call idea.” 
Later, indeed, he says that the mind ‘perceives nothing but its own 
ideas’, and again these are ideas in the narrow sense, since Locke 
is here raising, for his own view, the same difficulty that he raised 
for that of Malebranche, ‘How shall the mind, when it perceives 
nothing but its own ideas, know that they agree with things 
themselves ?” 

Nor does his criticism of Malebranche show that Locke could 
not himself have held a picture-original theory. What he is dis- 
cussing in the work from which Woozley’s quotation is taken is 
Malebranche’s strange thesis that ‘we see all things in God’, and 
in particular that ‘bodies are not visible by themselves, they cannot 
act on our minds or represent themselves to them’.* That is, what 
Locke criticizes in Malebranche is a non-causal theory of percep- 
tion. What he says is not that the problem ‘How can I know that 
the picture of anything is like that thing, when I never see that 
which it represents?’ would be intrinsically insoluble, but that it 
is insoluble on Malebranche’s principles, that is, on the assumption 
that bodies do not cause our ideas of them. The specific claim of 
Malebranche on which Locke is commenting here is that ‘the 
ideas of things are unchangeable, and eternal truths and laws are 
necessary.’> Locke concedes that ‘the same idea will always be the 

1A. D. Woozley (ed.), Locke’s Essay concerning the Human Understanding (Fontana), 
introduction pp. 27-8, referring to ‘An Examination of P. Malebranche’s Opinion 
of Seeing All Things in God’, in Locke’s Works (12th edn. 1812), vol. 9, p. 250. 
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same idea’, but insists that ‘whether the one or the other be the 
true representation of any thing that exists, that, wpon his principles, 
neither our author nor any body else can know’ (my italics). That 
is, Locke is objecting to the claim that we can know necessary 
truths @ priori about things which play no part in the production 
of that knowledge. This is a quite different theory from any 
version of representationalism that has ever been ascribed to 
Locke.® 

In any case, Locke’s awareness of the picture-original problem 
fot Malebranche cannot stand as proof that he himself would not 
have adopted a theory which involved the same problem, in the 
face of his own explicit admission that his view did involve this 
problem. After raising this question ‘How shall the mind, when 
it perceives nothing but its own ideas, know that they agree with 
things themselves?’ he goes on to admit that ‘it seems not to want 
difficulty’. But he thinks that the difficulty for his account can be 
solved, and his solution is an appeal to the very causal relationship 
whose denial was the distinctive feature of Malebranche’s view: 


I think, there be two sorts of ideas that we may be assured agree with 
things ... The first are simple zdeas, which since the mind, as has been 
shown, can by no means make to itself, must necessarily be the product 
of things operating on the mind . . . simple ideas are not fictions of our 
fancies, but the natural and regular productions of things without us, 
really operating upon us, and so carry with them all the conformity 
which is intended or which our state requires.” 


6 ‘Examination of Malebranche’, Works, vol. 9, pp. 211-55, esp. p. 250. Locke 
did not publish his ‘Examination of Malebranche’, thinking that Malebranche’s 
view was so bizarre that, left alone, it would disappear of its own accord: ‘he looked 
upon it to be an opinion that would not spread, but was like to die of itself, or at 
least to do no great harm’ (editor’s note in Locke’s Works, vol. 9, p. 210). How 
right he was! 

7IV. iv. 4. ‘Intended’ here means ‘intended by our Maker’, and therefore creates 
no difficulty for the interpretation given in Chapter 1 of Locke’s account of secondary 
qualities as an error theory. However, in II. xxxi. 1-2 Locke says that all our simple 
ideas, including those of secondary qualities, are ‘adequate’, that is, they ‘perfectly 
tepresent those archetypes which the mind supposes them taken from’, and this 
would seem to tell against my interpretation. Locke explains that these simple ideas 
are adequate because they ‘ought only to answer’ the power to produce them, and 
do so answer: that is, he seems to say that each such idea is supposed by our minds 
simply to stand for the corresponding power. Yet immediately afterwards he teiter- 
ates the error theory: ‘the things producing in us these simple ideas are but few of 
them denominated by us as if they were only the causes of them, but as if those 
ideas were real beings in them.’ Fire is ‘denominated also “light”? and “‘hot”’, as if 
light and heat were really something in the fire more than a power to excite those 
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Critics may well find this reply evasive, since all that Locke thus 
derives from his causal account is a ‘conformity’ between ideas 
and reality, an example of which would be the relation between 
our idea of bitterness and whatever texture of particles is the 
ground of the power to produce it. This does not answer the 
question how, without being able to compare the ideas with 
reality, the pictures with the originals, we can say that among 
ideas which all equally ‘conform’ to reality, some but not others 
resemble that to which they conform. Whether Locke can be 
defended on this issue I shall consider later; for the moment all I 
am concerned to show is that we cannot take his criticism of 
Malebranche as evidence against an interpretation that would 
expose his own view to a similar question. 

Similarly Locke says: 


... the having the idea of anything in our mind no more proves the 
existence of that thing, than the picture of a man evidences his being 
in the world... It is... the actual receiving of deas from without 
that gives us notice of the existence of other things and makes us know 
that something doth exist at that time without us which causes that 
idea inus...® 


Here Locke himself compares ‘the having the idea’ with a picture 
and openly admits holding a view for which the problem arises 
whether there is something external answering to our ideas, as it 
would not have arisen if he had been a direct realist (or even if he 
had held what Jackson calls a ‘mixed view’, and had been a direct 
realist about primary qualities only). His criticism of Malebranche, 
like his remarks in Book IV of the Essay, shows only that he was 
awate of a difficulty; but he thought the difficulty fatal only for 
one who, by denying any causal process of perception, cut ideas 
off completely from things. He thought that he could solve the 
difficulty, not that he had to avoid it by denying the dualism of 
qualities and ideas from the start. And if he had been offered, say, 
direct realism and phenomenalism as alternatives to reptesenta- 


SIV. xi. 1-2. 


ideas in us; and therefore ate called qualities in or of the fire’. The nearest that we 
can get to a consistent reading of this passage is to take it that Locke is saying that 
when his conceptual reform has been accepted, and the ‘vulgar notions’ have been 
corrected, the ideas of secondary qualities will be taken to stand only for the corres- 
ponding powers, and will then be adequate, though as they are now commonly 
intended by most people they are not adequate. 
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tionalism, he would undoubtedly have seen objections to each of 
these that were so overwhelming that he would have felt bound 
to hope that the admitted difficulty for representationalism could 
somehow be overcome. 


2. Picture-original theory: (i) physically real intermediates 


However, we must determine more exactly what is to count as a 
representative theory, or perhaps how we should distinguish 
between a ‘crudely representative’ theory and some mote sophisti- 
cated and defensible kind of representationalism. Woozley equates 
the crude view with a ‘picture-original thesis’, the suggestion that 
the ideas which ate the mind’s only objects are literally pictures of 
inaccessible originals, that we are permanently shut up in a private 
picture-gallery, and again with the view that we see (and presum- 
ably also feel, hear, taste, and smell) ideas. Similarly, Ryle 
describes the untenable theory as the use of the term ‘ideas’ to 
denote certain supposed entities which are ‘in the mind’, but not 
as states or operations of the mind, nor yet merely in the way in 
which the battle of the Marne is ‘in my mind’ when I am thinking 
about it, since these (unlike the battle) are ‘supposed to be depen- 
dent on minds for their existence’; also, this theory holds that 
minds attend to and think about these mind-dependent entities 
only.9 

If this last thesis is essential to the crude theory, then of course 
it is not tenable for a moment: the very formulation of it would 
be self-refuting. In saying that ideas represent things, or in formu- 
lating his primary/secondary quality distinction, Locke himself 
is necessarily thinking about and attending to things and qualities 
as well as his own ideas. At the very least, this last thesis must be 
softened to the claim that it is only ideas that we attend to and 
think about immediately, that we deal with other things by having 
ideas of them. 

This seems to be what Locke is saying at the very beginning of 
Book IV. Yet there is no doubt that he is at least embarrassed by 
his own formulations, and feels that it is hard to explain how, in 
contemplating only our ideas, we can yet have knowledge or even 


» Woozley, op. cit. pp. 26, 31; G. Ryle, ‘John Locke on the Human Under- 
standing’, pp. 19-20. 
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beliefs about other things. Without following closely Locke’s own 
attempts to overcome this difficulty, let us consider whether, 
within the limits of what can be called a picture-original thesis, 
we can give any coherent account of mediate perception, of deal- 
ing with other things by way of ideas. 

From the start we must distinguish two possibilities. Are the 
pictures supposed to be physically real pictures somewhere inside 
one’s head, or are they supposed to be strictly mind-dependent in 
the sense that they exist in and by one’s awareness of them, that 
they are purely intentional objects? Let us consider these possi- 
bilities in turn. 

If ideas were physically real pictures, they ought to be dis- 
coverable by physiological examination. Well, perhaps they are. 
Would images on the retina fill the bill? Would the vibrations of 
the basilar membrane in the inner ear count as ideas of sounds? 
There is no doubt that with some of the senses there are inter- 
mediates of this sort which play an important part in perception: 
it is in a clear sense by way of these items that we see and hear 
outside things. (With other senses, notably touch, the only inter- 
mediates at all analogous to these will be patterns of stimulations 
of nerve cells.) Moreover, at least for short-term changes, how 
we see and hear things will be more closely correlated with these 
intermediates than with the external things: anything that changes 
the retinal image will in the short term change ‘what we see’ in the 
sense of ‘how it looks to us’. But not necessarily in the long term. 
A new pair of glasses may make one see rectangular sheets of 
paper as trapezoids, but in a day or so they will look rectangular 
again, and even inverting spectacles, worn continuously, in time 
lose their effect, and the wearer again sees things the right way up. 
In other words, seeing is a complex process whose normal function 
is to inform us about external things, not about retinal images, 
and compensations enter automatically in ways that help it to 
perform this function. 

The existence of these physical intermediates and at least the 
broad outlines of the part they play in perception are, I take it, 
uncontroversial. What is controversial is whether they should be 
described as the direct or immediate objects of perception, and 
whether they can be identified with Locke’s ideas-in-the-narrow- 
sense. It is easy to insist, with an appeal to common sense or to 
ordinary language, that we do not see our own retinal images or 
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hear the vibrations of our basilar membranes. It is not so easy to 
tell what is gained by this insistence, or even exactly what it means. 
Of course we do not see retinal images in the way in which we see 
tables, but this would not rule out the suggestion that we see 
them differently, more directly. What is more to the point is that 
we do not normally make judgements (verbal or non-verbal) about 
what retinal images etc. we have and thence infer, by some explicit 
process of reasoning, what the outside world is like. Our naive 
judgements are already about external things, and, I imagine, were 
so already before we learned to speak. We can sum up the truth of 
this matter by saying that our perceptions of material things are 
causally mediated but judgementally direct. 

But is this enough to dispose of the view that we are shut up 
in a private picture-gallery, and that external things are inaccess- 
ible? The trouble is that these are metaphors whose exact signi- 
ficance, whose literal translation, is unclear. If they mean ‘We can 
nevet know about external things at all’, then of course this is a 
thesis which neither Locke nor any representationalist has asserted. 
If they mean ‘We know about external things only by inference’, 
then this is still ambiguous; it is false, for reasons just given, if it 
means explicit inference. But if it means that how we see outside 
things, and in general have (correct or incorrect) perceptual 
awareness of them, is the result of a complex process in which 
information (in the communication engineer’s sense) is fed into 
the central nervous system and unconsciously interpreted and 
arranged, then this is true. 

I suspect that the direct realist’s insistence that it is tables that 
we see, not ideas, and that we are not shut up in a private picture- 
gallery, is meant to carry the implication that perception is un- 
problematic. In the sense of ‘see’ on which he insists, I can see a 
table only if the table is there, and he may conclude from this that 
seeing is a self-guaranteeing mode of awareness, something which, 
when we do it, leaves no room for sceptical doubts, not even for 
selective scepticism about the outside existence of, say, colours-as- 
we-see-them. But of course this argument would be unsound. 
Since ‘see’, thus used, is an achievement word, a mode of aware- 
ness will not count as seeing unless it is successful in this way. 
But then it will be at least in principle problematic whether some- 
thing that we are inclined to call seeing a table és seeing a table. 
We must not, merely because there is this way of speaking, jump 
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to the conclusion that there is something which we can immedi- 
ately recognize as seeing in this sense and whose success is there- 
fore beyond question. Nor does judgemental directness ensure 
cotrectness. It leaves room at least for selective scepticism, and 
causal mediateness introduces real possibilities of systematic 
differences between appearance and reality. Total scepticism is 
another matter. It seems difficult, at first sight anyway, to reconcile 
the claim that our perceptual judgements are about external 
things with the possibility that they should be completely erron- 
eous, that there might be no external things for them to be about. 
But we shall consider this further when we turn to the other, 
intentional-object, variant of the picture-theory. 

We can throw more light on the first, physical-intermediate, 
version of this theory by trying to construct a situation about 
which it would be literally and unquestionably true. What if some- 
one ever since birth had had a large box attached in front of his 
eyes, on the inside of which, for him to see, fairly faithful pictures 
of outside, surrounding things were somehow produced? Apart 
from the sheer cumbrousness of the apparatus, this person would 
be no worse off than we are. Moving around, picking things up, 
conveying food to his mouth, and so on he would surely take 
himself to be visually directly aware of the very things he stepped 
on and picked up. Unconscious corrections would have grown up 
for any systematic distortions in the pictures on the inside of his 
box. If he lived for, say, twenty years without touching the box, 
without seeing himself in a mirror, and without anyone else’s 
being so tactless as to comment on his non-standard appearance, 
it would presumably be a surprise to him if after that time he 
learned that he had been so visually enclosed. But when he learned 
this, he (and the rest of us who would have known about the box 
all the time) would surely say that he was seeing things only 
indirectly, that he was shut up in a private picture-gallery. But if 
he could be like this, and not know about it, and practically 
speaking be no worse off than we are, it follows that we may be a 
bit like this all the time: we may be related to our retinal images 
in very much the same way that he would be related to the pictures 
on the inside of his box. In the face of this example, I think the 
only coherent move for the direct realist to make is the heroic one 
of saying that even the man in the box is seeing outside things 
directly, that I have merely described an imaginary human being 
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with a peculiarly reduplicated retina. But if he says that, then this 
shows how little content he is putting into the phrase ‘see directly’, 
and how little he can therefore get out of it. 

But, it may be objected, we have constructed a picture-gallery 
only for the sense of sight: we have left the man able to walk 
about, to touch things, and to eat things and presumably taste 
them in passing. It would be different if all his sense-perceptions 
were similarly indirect. 

It is much harder to meet this challenge, to tell a similar story 
that will carry even a minimum of conviction about all the senses 
at once. But let us suppose that the person has no senses other 
than sight and touch, and that the latter sense is confined to his 
hands, that visually he is equipped as in the last example, and that 
he never actually touches the outside things which he (indirectly) 
sees, but that his hands constantly move over scale models of 
those things. If there were sufficient resemblances and correlations 
between the shapes and arrangements to be seen on the inside of 
the box and those felt in the scale models with the hands, this 
person would—though no doubt more slowly than a normal 
infant—automatically develop a view of a world of objects that 
could be both seen and felt, and that had not only the features 
that were common to both the pictures and the models, but also 
those that were special to each of the two, say colour and tempera- 
ture; he would also come automatically to correct for any syste- 
matic distortions in the picturing and the modelling which 
produced not too large mismatchings between the two with respect 
to the common sensibles (the primary qualities about which there 
was a fair measure of agreement). 

In other words, I maintain that even if a person were literally 
shut up in a private gallery with respect to all the sense-modalities 
he possessed, he could and would still arrive at essentially the 
same view that we have of a material world, and would take his 
perceptions to be direct perceptions of it in just the sense that we 
so take ours. His perceptions too would be judgementally direct 
though (as we could see) causally mediated. 

This man would be substantially right in his view of the world, 
though we should be inclined to say that he was wrong in suppos- 
ing himself to be perceiving it directly. A certain kind of represen- 
tationalist might then press the analogy between this man’s 
pictures and models and the various intermediates—retinal images, 


46 REPRESENTATIVE THEORIES OF PERCEPTION 


basilar membrane vibrations, patterns of stimulation of nerve 
cells, and so on—which undoubtedly play an important part in 
normal sense-perception, and say that we too are in a sense shut 
up in a private gallery, and are mistaken when we take ourselves 
to be perceiving material things directly though we are substanti- 
ally right in the view of the world that we thus acquire. Admittedly 
a common-sense realist might resist the analogy, insisting that 
ordinary language requires us to say that we normal people see 
and feel tables and so on directly, but that our picture-and-model 
man sees and feels them indirectly; but this is now a purely 
verbal, conventional point with no philosophical significance 
whatever. Ordinary language calls perception direct if it is of 
objects which we touch with our hands, see by means of rays of 
light that come straight to our eyes, and so on, but indirect if the 
rays of light are reflected from a mirror or if a television camera 
and screen are inserted into the visual path, and so on. But what 
is so important about eyes and hands, as opposed to all the other 
actual or possible stages in the process? Why should directness, 
thus construed, matter? Rather, the correct move for a direct 
realist to make, if he wants to avoid inconsistency and arbitrari- 
ness, would again be the heroic one of accepting the analogy and 
saying that the picture-and-model man sees and feels things 
directly, as we do. But it will now be plain in what sense this 
claim is defensible: this man’s perceptions, like ours, are judge- 
mentally direct though causally mediated; they are substantially 
correct; and (though this is a point that I shall discuss again later) 
they are reasonable: the resemblances and correlations between 
his pictures and his models constitute some good reason for his 
taking the features that they have (approximately, despite some 
distortions) in common as constituents of a single world, both 
visually and tactually accessible. We can explain this by pointing 
out that if we take the pictures, with their features, as one set of 
objects, and the models, with their features, as another set, the 
coincidences of feature are such as to be more readily explained 
on the supposition that they have a common source which they 
both resemble than without this supposition. Of course, the man 
himself cannot (in his original condition, before he learns of his 
peculiarities) put the reasoning in this form: but it is because 
someone else could reason along these lines that his corresponding 
automatic interpretation is a reasonable one. Nevertheless, the 
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picture-and-model man’s petception of things is not unproble- 
matic. There is a question whether things are as he sees and feels 
them which calls for an answer, and which it would be a mistake 
to try to preclude just by making the heroic direct realist comment 
that this man still directly sees and feels outside things—outside 
the box, other than the models. And analogously any sense in 
which we can accept a similar direct realist comment on our 
normal, causally mediated perceptions will not be one which 
precludes the question whether outside things are as we perceive 
them to be. 

It may be said, however, that none of this has much to do with 
Locke or with any widely held forms of representative theory. 
Locke’s ideas cannot be retinal images, for instance, since when I 
am seeing something with my two eyes properly focused I pre- 
sumably have just one Lockean idea of it but two retinal images. 
Again Locke speaks of the idea of green, and again of blue being 
an idea,!° but not of blue or green ideas; but there are blue and 
green retinal images, while blue cannot ve a retinal image. Also, 
if I see something as square (with straight sides) while the retinal 
images I have at the time have slightly curved sides, Locke would 
surely want to say that my idea was of a square. A great advantage 
of the ‘new way of ideas’ is that it seems that I need not be in any 
doubt about what ideas I have: ideas are supposed to be immedi- 
ately accessible from the inside, from the point of view of the 
petson who has them, and intermediates like retinal images and 
patterns of nerve-cell stimulations would not be so. 

The objection, then, to taking the pictures in the picture- 
original theory to be physically teal intermediates in the causal 
chain of perception is not that such items do not exist, nor, as 
we have seen, that they could not be used in something like a 
representative theory, but merely that they are not what Locke 
or, I think, any other representationalist is mainly concerned 
with. 


3. Picture-original theory: (ii) intentional objects 


The view which we need to examine, therefore, is that which 
treats ideas as intentional objects. There is a construction with 
such verbs as ‘see’ such that in ‘I see a horse’ the phrase ‘a horse’ 


10 e.9, II. xxxii. 9, 16. 
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is somewhat like an internal accusative; what in terms of this 
construction I see is necessarily exactly as I see it, but the state- 
ment does not entail that what I see should be there, indepen- 
dently of my seeing it. With this construction I can see winged 
horses, though there are none, I can hear a loud hammering, 
though the cause is merely my watch ticking softly under my 
pillow, and I can feel the ground rocking not only when there is 
an earthquake but also when I have just landed after spending 
some weeks on a small ship in not too calm a sea. These inten- 
tional objects satisfy many of the requirements for Locke’s ideas- 
in-the-narrow-sense, and fit in even better with Berkeley’s use of 
the term ‘idea’. They are just as we perceive them. They are mind- 
dependent: they exist only in and by being perceived, that is, as 
contents of states of perceptual awareness. To say that there is an 
intentional object of a certain sort is only to say, in what could 
be a misleading style, that that is how things look (or feel, or 
sound, and so on) to the person in question. It is they that together 
make up what in Chapter 1 I called the experiential content. The 
word ‘content’ must not be allowed to suggest that on this view 
the mind is literally a container, that perception is being reduced 
to some other, supposedly more familiar, relationship of items 
that do, or could, exist on their own being held in something 
like a basket. In the present account, perception is not being 
explained at all, let alone reduced to anything else: our seeing 
(hearing, feeling, etc.) things in various ways is being taken as a 
starting-point, and the terms ‘content’, ‘idea’, ‘percept’, and 
‘intentional object’ are being introduced merely in order to have 
some general way of referring to what is a perfectly familiar 
aspect of any perception."! 

It cannot, I think, be denied that there are intentional objects 
thus understood. We do not need any ‘argument from illusion’ 
to justify our talking about them. Even if there were no illusions, 
no perceptual errors, there would still be a difference between the 


In my British Academy lecture, ‘What’s Really Wrong with Phenomenalism?’ 
I spoke of ‘sense-data’ in these terms, and I think that this word has often been 
used in this way. But this was not how Moore, in introducing the word, intended 
to use it; rather he intended it to denote whatever was the immediate object of 
sensation, leaving its ontological status an open question to be settled by further 
investigation. In fact what best satisfy Moore’s requirements for sense-data are 
these percepts or intentional objects, but this does not hold by definition. Cf. D. 
Locke, Perception and our Knowledge of the External World, pp. 21-3. 
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table’s being square and my seeing it as square: how I see 
it would be distinct from how it is, even if they were exactly 
alike, even if I always saw it exactly as it is. This distinctness 
is established by the mere logical possibility of perceptual 
errors and distortions, but it is made doubly secure by their actual 
occurrence. 

It is true that there are some complexities concealed in the 
apparently simple phrase ‘how things look’. The same thing may 
be said to look in more than one way at a time, according to the 
amount of interpretation that we allow into the look. A penny 
seen obliquely still looks circular to any normal adult in that he 
will take the object before him to be a circular coin; but it also 
looks elliptical in that we can deliberately hold back from this 
interpretation and attend just to the immediate visual presentation. 
But this sort of complication does not entail that we have to 
abandon the concept ‘how it looks’, but rather that we must 
recognize a multiplicity of kinds of looking; and there is no 
reason why we should not do so.!? 

Moreover, if we interpret Locke’s ideas-in-the-narrow-sense in 
this way we shall have no difficulty in giving a straightforward 
meaning to his talk about resemblances (and the lack of them) as 
used in distinguishing primary from secondary qualities.43 To say 
that an objective quality resembles the idea of that quality is 
simply to say that in this respect things are just as they look in a 
strictly sensory sense of ‘look’ (with the proviso that we may still 
say that ideas resemble qualities if how things look is a bit dis- 
torted from how they are, but within the same category or determ- 
inable); to say that there is nothing in the things like an idea of 


22Cf, G, A. Paul, ‘Is there a Problem about Sense-Data?’, Aristotelian Society 
Supplementary Volume, 15 (1936), reprinted in Logic and Language (First Series), 
ed. A. G. N. Flew, pp. 101-16, and G. E. M. Anscombe, “The Intentionality of 
Sensation: a Grammatical Feature’, in Analytical Philosophy (Second Series), ed. 
R. J. Butler. 

13 Of which Bennett, for example, makes unnecessarily heavy weather: ‘Since 
ideas cannot resemble either bodies or qualities of bodies, this [i.e. II. viii. 15] 
must be either discarded or transformed. The only plausible transformation is into 
something like the following: in causally explaining ideas of primary qualities, one 
uses the same words in describing the causes as in describing the effects (shape- 
ideas etc. are caused by shapes etc.); whereas in causally explaining ideas of secon- 
dary qualities one must describe the causes in one vocabulary and the effects in another 
(colour-ideas etc. are caused by shapes etc.). If this is not what Locke’s “‘resem- 
blance’’ formulations of the primary/secondary contrast mean, then I can find no 
meaning in them.’ Locke, Berkeley, Hume: Central Themes, p. 106. 
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a certain class is to say that things are not at all as they sensorily 
appear in this respect. 

However, this account may provoke an objection of a vety 
different sort. Far from being a crude representationalism, it is 
not a picture-original analysis of perception at all: to interpret 
Locke thus is precisely to agree with those who have protested 
against the ascription to him of the sort of representative theory 
that the first-year student finds it so easy to refute. 

Yet it seems to me that this is still a representative theory in the 
sense that has provoked some of the stock objections. That things 
Jook thus and so—in the immediate visual presentation sense—is 
one thing, that they are thus and so is another. These are distinct 
occurrences, whether the thing looks just as it is or whether how 
it looks and how it is are qualitatively different, either slightly or 
radically. The same holds for how a thing feels, smells, tastes, or 
sounds. Then that a thing looks, feels, and so on thus is in a clear 
enough sense a representation of its being thus. Once this distinc- 
tion has been drawn, it leaves room for sceptical doubts, more or 
less extreme. Perhaps things differ widely from how they look and 
feel and so on to all of us, or perhaps there are no things that 
cottespond at all systematically to our experiential content as a 
whole. Of course these doubts cannot be naturally expressed in 
language as it is ordinarily used: it is not made for that purpose. 
But we must not let linguistic awkwardness obstruct the con- 
sideration of doubts that are in themselves perfectly coherent. 
Again, that things look, feel, sound, taste, and smell to us as they 
do is, according to our ordinary view of the matter, a causal 
product of some features of how things are, interacting in rather 
complex ways with our sense-organs and our central nervous 
system, the contributions of the latter including corrections which 
involve a sort of feedback from the results of earlier interactions 
of the same general sort. But if so, do not our sophisticated, 
scientifically informed continued acceptance of the broad outlines 
of the ordinary man’s view of the world and our scientifically 
backed amendments to that view rely on causal inference from 
that product to one of its causes, and is this inference not then 
exposed to the stock objections against an argument from an 
effect to a supposed cause of a type which is never directly 
observed? However difficult it may be to reject talk about these 
intentional objects altogether, then, an analysis of perception that 
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takes full account of them will still need to be defended against 
well-known objections and difficulties. 


4. The veil-of-perception problem, and a Berkeleian argument 


Bennett’s treatment may help to pin down the problems. He 
is not happy with the term ‘representative theory of perception’ 
because, he says, ‘it does not express what is wrong with the 
theory’. There is, he thinks, ‘nothing wrong in saying that when 
I see a tree my visual field “represents” a real thing with which I 
am acquainted’, or that without the sense-data I should not see 
the tree, and he finds obscure and unhelpful (as we have seen, 
with some justification) disputes as to whether the seeing of the 
tree is direct or indirect. But what he identifies as ‘the essential 
error in Locke’s theory of reality’ is ‘his setting the entire range 
of facts about sensory states over against the entire range of facts 
about the objective realm and then looking for empirical links 
between them’, It is the blanket question ‘Do sensory states ever 
represent the objective realm?’ that is, in Bennett’s view, a bad 
one. Such a general sceptical question, he thinks, calls not for an 
affirmative answer based on empirical arguments but for a criti- 
cism of the question itself in the light of inquiry into the meaning 
of such expressions as ‘real things without us’. ‘In short, whether 
we say that ideas represent or are caused by real things, there is 
serious error only if the thesis is expressed in an all-at-once way, 
purporting to relate sensory states en bloc to objective states of 
affairs en bloc.’ It is to this error that Bennett gives the name ‘the 
veil-of-perception doctrine’."4 

In thinking that this is an error, Bennett is relying on the widely 
accepted dogma that we can come to know that A causes B only 
if we are at some time directly acquainted with A. ‘To know that 
there was [such a causal connexion as Locke postulates] we should 
need independent access to empirical facts about the objective 
realm’.15 Given this assumption, it follows that the cause in any 
causal account must be some item within the content of exper- 
ience, so that any supposed causal explanation of that content as 
a whole must be viciously circular. 

However, the contrast between an ‘all-at-once’ and, say, a 


1 Op. cit., pp. 68-70. 
45 Op. cit., p. 70; also J. Bennett, Kant’s Analytic, p. 21. 
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piecemeal version of the representative theory could be mislead- 
ing. If separate, piecemeal statements of the form ‘This fully 
objective material thing causes and is represented by this idea’ 
were admitted, it would be impossible to refuse the mere summa- 
tion or integration of these to yield the all-at-once thesis. What 
Bennett is saying is rather that piecemeal representation state- 
ments must be construed in such a way that the integration of 
them will not yield this, indeed such a way that they simply 
cannot be all summed up or integrated. We can say “This real tree 
causes and is represented by this idea’, but the phrase ‘this real 
tree’ still introduces some part of the experiential content—in 
effect, another ‘idea’. The reason why we can never get the whole 
of experience on the Y-side of the formula ‘X causes and is 
represented by Y’ is that we need part of it to play the role of X. 
Bennett, in fact, is rejecting the very concept of a fully objective 
reality: he is quite prepared to say that ‘reality is a logical construc- 
tion out of appearances’46—and a logical construction out of 
appearances is very different from something whose existence is 
logically independent of experiences and which is merely inferred 
from them. 

Bennett’s phenomenalism is one conclusion that may be drawn 
from the dogma about causal knowledge; another is the kind of 
direct realism which simply refuses to deal with percepts, how 
things look, and so on, at all. If you either reduce reality to 
appearances, or forget about appearances and speak only about 
reality, you can happily accept the dogma; it is troublesome only 
for someone who, like Locke, wants to retain a full-blooded 
contrast between reality and appearances and yet to rely on causal 
inference from one to the other. 

We shall, then, have to consider whether this dogma has any 
authority: but there is one muddle that may need to be removed 
first. Someone might argue that in any statement of the form ‘X 
causes and is represented by Y’, whatever is introduced by ‘xX’ 
must be part of the experiential content simply because the maker 
of the statement is speaking and presumably thinking about it: 
more generally, we can never draw a full-blooded contrast 
between reality and appearance because the ‘reality’ must be 
appearance in virtue of being thought of at all. 

This is merely a variant of an argument invented by Berkeley, 


16 TV ocke, Berkeley, Hume: Central Themes, p. 68. 
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which pleased him so much that he was prepared to rest his whole 
case upon it: ‘When we do our utmost to conceive the existence 
of external bodies, we are all the while contemplating our own 
ideas .. . A little attention will discover to any one the truth and 
evidence of what is here said, and make it unnecessary to insist 
on any other proofs against the existence of material substance.”!” 
And again: 


Hylas: What mote easy than to conceive a tree or house existing by 
itself, independent of, and unperceived by any mind whatsoever. I do 
at this present time conceive them existing after that manner... 
Philonous: The ttee ot house .. . which you think of is conceived by 


you... And what is conceived is in the mind... You acknowledge 
then that you cannot possibly conceive how any one corporeal sensible 
thing should exist otherwise than in a mind... And yet you will 


earnestly contend for the truth of that which you cannot so much as 
conceive.}8 


It is evident that this argument, if sound, would prove too 
much—too much, that is, for Berkeley and for anyone except a 
solipsistic phenomenalist. Since the choice of material things, trees 
and houses, as what Hylas tries to conceive existing unconceived 
plays no special part in the argument, it would, if sound, show 
equally that no one can coherently postulate the independent 
existence, out of his own mind, of other human minds or of God. 
But, fortunately, it is unsound. Although if there is a tree about 
which I suppose that it exists unconceived, my supposition is self- 
refuting, since I, in supposing this, am conceiving the tree, it does 
not follow that there is anything wrong if I suppose that there is a 
tree which exists unconceived. 'The latter does not entail the former, 
and the latter is not self-refuting: the existential quantifier is a 
barrier to my supposing’s giving of the status ‘conceived’ to any 
tree so introduced. Berkeley in effect confused the two kinds of 
formula (with the existential quantifier and the ‘suppose that’ 
operator in different orders), and, seeing that one would be self- 
refuting, wrongly took the other to be self-refuting too. There is 
also another fault in his application of this argument. Even if he 
had thus established that if one supposes that there exist trees 
and houses, one must, for coherence, suppose that they are also 


1” Principles of Human Knowledge, §23. 
18 Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, the First Dialogue. 
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conceived, he would not have shown that one must suppose that 
they exist in and by being conceived, which is the conclusion that 
he really wants.19 

All this can be applied to the issue about reality and appearance. 
What Locke or any other representational realist is supposing is 
that there is something of such and such a character which causes 
and is represented by the content of his experience, and once 
again the presence of the quantifier blocks the argument that this 
something must be part of the content of his experience merely 
because he is supposing this. 

But this is only a preliminary muddle: the real strength of the 
dogma about causal knowledge lies elsewhere. When it is argued 
that if we start within the circle of our own ideas we can never 
break out of that circle, or when Bennett says that in order to 
know that there was such a causal connection as Locke asserts 
between things and ideas ‘we should need independent access to 
empirical facts about the objective realm’, two problems are being 
run together, a problem of meaning and a problem of justification. 


19 The fallacy in Berkeley’s argument can be shown more clearly in a symbolic 
formulation. In the Polish notation, in which ‘Np’ stands for ‘not p’, ‘Kpq’ for ‘p 
and q’, and ‘Cpq’ for ‘if p then g, and ‘2 x’ and ‘IT x’ are the existential and universal 
quantifiers respectively, let us put ‘Ty’ for ‘y is thought of’ or ‘y is conceived’, 
‘Ixy’ for ‘x imagines or supposes that y’, and ‘I’xy’ for ‘x imagines or supposes 
truly that_y’. Then for any ¢, ‘Ixy’ entails ‘Ty’. Consequently ‘Ix.NTy’ entails ‘Ty’. 
Now anyone (x) who asserts ‘NTy’ is committed to asserting that he himself sup- 
poses that NT), that is that IxNTy, and hence that Ty. ‘NTy’ is thus what I have 
called operationally self-refuting: it cannot be coherently put forward: no one can 
ever coherently assert that a certain thing y exists unconceived. This is Berkeley’s 
quite correct starting-point, But from here on Berkeley goes astray in one or other 
of two ways. He sometimes seems to write as if ‘Ny’ were not merely operationally 
self-refuting but self-contradictory, and therefore something that could not hold 
for any (unthinking) thing y at all. Alternatively, it is easy to show formally that 
NI’xNTy, that is, x does not suppose truly that_y is not thought of, from which a 
valid universal generalization gives ‘7x [ly NI’xNT)y’, and hence its equivalent 
‘NZxLyI'xNTy’, that is, ‘It is not the casé that there is a person and a thing such 
that the person truly supposes that that thing is not thought of.’ But what Berkeley 
requires is not this, but rather ‘N ZxI’x ZyNT)’, that is, ‘No one truly supposes that 
there is something which is not thought of’. The latter is not equivalent to or 
entailed by the previous formula, and indeed is not provable at all. Berkeley in 
effect thinks that he has proved it because he fails to distinguish the two statements 
in which, when they are properly formulated, ‘Z_y’ and ‘I’x’ occur in different orders. 
Berkeley’s fallacy is examined formally in this way by A. N. Prior in Theoria, vol. 
xxi (1955), pp. 117-122, and in my ‘Self-Refutation—a Formal Analysis’ in Philo- 
sophical Quarterly, vol. xiv (1964), pp. 193-203, where I compare it with other 
philosophical errors that involve the mixing-up of different kinds of self-refutation 
and contradiction. . 
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The problem of meaning is this: if all that we are directly 
acquainted with is ideas (or experiential content, or percepts, etc.) 
how can we meaningfully assert or even speculate that there is a 
further reality which they represent: how can we give meaning 
to the terms that will express this speculation? The problem of 
justification is this: if all that we are directly acquainted with is 
ideas (etc.), how can they give us any good reason to believe that 
there is a further reality which they represent, or that such a 
further reality helps to cause our having of them, or that some of 
them resemble aspects of that reality while others do not. What 
we can call the veil-of-perception problem, what convinces 
Bennett, for example, that the veil-of-perception doctrine is a 
fundamental error, is an amalgam of these two problems. The 
two are, of course, related. The second question presupposes an 
affirmative answer to the first. We can ask whether we have good 
reason to believe something only if we can give some meaning to 
the sentences which express what we believe. So it is suggested 
(by Bennett among others) that the scepticism which results from 
pressing the second question can be countered by pressing the 
first: if we cannot give meaning to the assertion or speculation 
that there is a further reality, we equally cannot give meaning to 
the question whether there is such a further reality, and the 
problem of justifying any views about it does not arise. But 
there is also another connection between the two problems. 
Anyone who adopts a verificationist or confirmationist theory 
of meaning will assimilate the first to the second, thinking that 
the only way of giving meaning to statements about such a 
further reality would be to show what would count as evidence 
for or against it and for or against specific descriptions of its 
components. 

When the two problems are thus assimilated, they become 
insoluble and force into phenomenalism anyone who accepts the 
thesis that all that we are directly acquainted with is ideas. For on 
this view the verification or confirmation of any statement would 
rest ultimately on someone’s having certain ideas or experiences, 
and consequently its meaning would have to be something to do 
with such ideas or experiences. 
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J. Verification and constructive theories of meaning 


I see no plausibility, however, in a verificationist or confirma- 
tionist theory of meaning. From the start it seems to involve a 
confusion of categories, in that what has (or lacks) meaning will 
be a sentence ot some such linguistic entity, while what can be 
true or false, verified or falsified, confirmed or disconfirmed, is a 
statement, something which a meaningful sentence may be used 
to express or convey. The question of meaning must have been 
answered satisfactorily before any question of truth or verification 
or confirmation can arise. Nevertheless, there is an element of 
truth in the theory. A meaningless sentence will fail to make any 
verifiable statement. Also, the meaning of an indicative sentence 
will in general be closely related to the truth-conditions of the 
statement that, with this meaning, it can be used to make. (These 
cannot quite be identified, since two sentences might have the 
same truth-conditions but differ in meaning in that in certain 
other conditions one of them would be false while the question 
of the truth or falsity of the other did not arise; and again, two 
sentences which differ in structure might have, as a result of their 
different structures, exactly the same truth-conditions (and perhaps 
also falsity-conditions and question-doesn’t-arise conditions), but 
they could reasonably be said to differ in meaning just because 
their structures were different.) Also, an idiomatic, unitary mean- 
ing can be given to a sentence taken as a whole by stipulating 
that it is to have such-and-such truth- and falsity-conditions, and 
the meaning of a sentence-form taken as having internal structure 
can be given by stating how the truth-conditions of any sentence 
of that form will be a function of, or depend upon, the truth- (or 
satisfaction-) conditions of its constituents.2° And one way of 
indicating the truth- and falsity-conditions of a statement will be 
to show what observations would verify or falsify it. So, showing 
how the statement it is standardly used to make could be verified 
ot falsified is one way of giving the meaning of (or of giving 
meaning to) a sentence. Indeed, it is plausible to suppose that 
when a language is first being learned by an infant meaning is 


20 This truth-definition approach to meaning is familiar from the work in 
particular of A. Tarski and D. Davidson. I have discussed it more fully in my 
Truth, Probability, and Paradox, pp. 30-44. 
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initially given to sentences as units by its being shown in what 
recognizable circumstances their use is appropriate or inappro- 
priate, and for indicative sentences these will be circumstances in 
which the corresponding statements can be verified or falsified by 
the learner. But where the verification theory goes wrong is in 
supposing that this is the only way in which meaning can be given 
to linguistic expressions. I shall not stress the well-known difficul- 
ties of finding any precise formulation of a verification principle 
of confirmation principle that will allow factual, descriptive mean- 
ing to all those items which empiricists commonly want to admit 
as meaningful (such as statements about the past, including the 
unrecorded past, and the general hypotheses and theories of 
science) while denying factual, descriptive meaning to such 
undesired items as metaphysical and theologica] statements.?! 
Rather I would stress the sheer initial implausibility of any such 
proposal. It is clear that we recognize many sentences as meaning- 
ful simply in and by seeing how they are built up out of meaningful 
components, before we even consider how the statement which 
the sentence as a whole makes can be verified or confirmed. The 
obvious requirements for meaningfulness are, first, that either 
sentences or phrases or words should have been given senses or 
references or both, and, second, that if what have been given 
sense and/or reference are only parts of a sentence, the form in 
which those parts are put together should also have been given a 
structural meaning, that is, it should have been determined how 
the sense and/or truth value of any sentence of that form would 
depend on the senses and/or references of its parts. It is because 
the requirements for linguistic meaning are thus constructive that, 
as linguists like Chomsky have emphasized, any competent 
speaker of a language can construct ew meaningful sentences 
himself and can understand new sentences used by other speakers. 
By contrast, a verification or confirmation theory, while it could 
allow a certain amount of constructiveness (in that it could allow 
rules for the verifying of a linguistic complex to be derivable 
from rules for the verifying of its components or of other 
sentences that use these components) would insist that every 


21 See e.g. C. G. Hempel, ‘Problems and Changes in the Empiricist Criterion of 
Meaning’, Revue internationale de philosophie, vol. iv (1950), teprinted e.g. in Classics 
of Analytic Philosophy, ed, Robert R. Ammerman; also A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth, 
and Logic, introduction to the Second Edition. 


58 REPRESENTATIVE THEORIES OF PERCEPTION 


meaningful sentence is one which someone con/d learn as an idiom, 
ignoring its internal structure, and paying attention only to the way 
in which the sentence as a whole could be verified. But there is 
no good reason for asserting this possibly-idiomatic character of 
every meaningful sentence; this view is at variance with our 
actual understanding of, and ability to use, language. We can 
concede, as J have done, that some sentences are initially learned 
as idioms, and that these include the bits of language that an 
infant first learns: but then, by implicit comparisons and con- 
trasts, sentence-components—subjects and predicates and the 
subject-predicate form, and so on—are distinguished within 
what were originally learned as idioms, and new combinations 
of them understood, so that in effect sense and/or reference have 
been given to these distinguishable sentence-components. 

The only objection to such a natural constructive theory of 
meaning is that it seems to be too liberal: it seems to allow 
meaningfulness to any grammatical sentence built up out of 
meaningful words, but some of these appear to lack meaning. It 
seems meaningless to say that a chair is thinking, that someone 
slept furiously (though it is meaningful to say that someone 
marched furiously into the room), that honesty weighs ten pounds, 
that a certain particle is travelling backwards through time, and 
so on. Such grammatical but apparently meaningless combina- 
tions of meaningful words and phrases suggest that we need to 
add to any theory of grammar a theory of categories imposing 
additional restrictions on what can go with what. But in fact this 
line of thought has not been fruitful: the allocation of words to 
categories seems merely to follow and not to explain in any 
systematic way our intuitive judgements about what sentences are 
meaningful. Consequently we seem to be driven back from a 
constructive theory of meaningfulness to something like a veri- 
fication principle which will decide whether whole sentences are 
or are not meaningful even if they appear, linguistically, to be 
properly put together. 

But this is not necessary. Many sentences which philosophers 
have been inclined to call meaningless are quite meaningful but 
make statements which are either very plainly false or so implaus- 
ible and unsupported as not to be worth taking seriously. Since to 
match furiously into a room is to walk into the room in a way 
that reveals and expresses extreme annoyance, to sleep furiously 
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would be to sleep in a way that does this: but there is no such 
way. So any sentence of the form ‘X slept furiously’ is meaningful 
but makes a statement that is simply false. How we handle “That 
chair is thinking’ will depend on how we interpret ‘Peter is 
thinking’ where ‘Peter’ is the name of a person. If we are physical- 
ists about persons and identify their thinkings with some neuro- 
physiological processes that go on in them, we can say that “That 
chair is thinking’ is false because no compatable neurophysio- 
logical processes are going on in it. Alternatively ‘Peter is think- 
ing’ could be said to involve presuppositions about Peter such 
that if they are unfulfilled the question whether Peter is thinking 
does not arise; then, since the corresponding presuppositions 
about the chair are presumably unfulfilled, we may prefer to say 
that “That chair is thinking’ is not false, but rather that the issue 
of its truth or falsity does not arise. But there is no need on that 
account either to call the sentence meaningless or to appeal to any 
ctiterion of significance for whole sentences: on this view it will 
again have been shown what has gone wrong in the construction 
of the sentence. The trouble with ‘Honesty weighs ten pounds’ is 
different. The ordinary sense of abstract nouns like ‘honesty’ is 
given by transformations from more concrete expressions: for 
example, “Tom displayed honesty in returning the wallet’ is a 
transformation of “Tom returned the wallet; doing so was honest’ 
ot perhaps ‘that was what an honest man would do’. Again, 
‘Honesty is the best policy’ is a transformation of “The best policy 
for anyone is for him to be honest’. Talk about honesty is given 
meaning only in circumstances where it is equivalent to some- 
thing about honest actions or honest people. Since no plausible 
transformation leads correspondingly to ‘Honesty weighs ten 
pounds’, the word ‘honesty’ has not been given a meaning for this 
sort of construction. (It could, implausibly, be a transformation of 
‘Any person who is honest weighs ten pounds more than he 
would weigh if he were not honest’, and then, of course, the 
sentence would be meaningful but would make a false statement.) 
“Travels backwards through time’ is prima facie obscure because 
even ‘travels (forwards) through time’ is so: it seems to pre- 
suppose, falsely, another time dimension; but if the latter means 
simply ‘persists through time’, it leaves, so to speak, no place for 
the adverb ‘backwards’ to occupy: ‘backwards’ has been given 
meaning only for movements, facings, and the like. Thus no 
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meaning for ‘travels backwards through time’ emerges automatic- 
ally from the meanings standardly given to its components, 
though of course it could acquire meaning as a metaphor or as 
an idiom. 

Initially puzzling cases, therefore, of sentences which lack 
meaning as a whole, though their constituents (including their 
phrase-forms or sentence-forms) have meaning, can be dealt with 
in these ways: they may indeed lack meaning because some of 
their constituents have been given meaning only for constructions 
of some sort other than these, they may be meaningful but involve 
unfulfilled presuppositions so that they fail to make true or false 
statements, or, most commonly, they may be meaningful but 
make statements that are trivially false. But they constitute no 
obstacle to a constructive theory of meaning, and give no grounds 
for reintroducing the implausible thesis that meaning is to be 
tied to the procedures for verifying or confirming sentences as a 
whole. 


6. Solution of the problem of meaning 


What follows if we combine such a constructive theory of 
meaning with Locke’s claim that ‘the mind perceives nothing but 
its own ideas’, or, as we may prefer to put it, that for those sen- 
tences to which meaning is initially given by the verification of 
the statements they are thus shown to make, all that we can use in 
this verifying is some content of experience? Clearly what follows 
is that everything that we can meaningfully say about the world 
must be built up out of features which are found somewhere 
within the contents of our experiences. This is the traditional 
empiricist doctrine, expressed for example in Russell’s dictum, 
Every proposition which we can understand must be composed wholly of 
constituents with which we are acquainted.” But it does not follow that 
what we meaningfully say must be about actual or possible exper- 
iences, that our statements must really mean only that such-and- 
such kinds of experiences do or will or may occur. To reach this 
conclusion on the basis of a constructive theory of meaning we 


22 B, Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, p. 58. (This formulation is not ideal, 
since it invites trouble about ‘acquaintance’, and there is more to be said about 
how ‘propositions’ are ‘composed’. But it makes a correct and important point in 
allowing the composition of new wholes provided that all their components are 
respectable.) 
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should need to add two further premisses: the first, that it is part 
of every content of experience shat it is perceived, the second, 
Berkeley’s rule that it is impossible to abstract the remainder of 
this content from its being perceived. The first of these is plainly 
false. In fact it is necessarily false, since if it were true there would 
be an infinite regress of perceivings. (If being perceived were part 
of something which is perceived and which, being an intentional 
object, is just as we perceive it, then what we perceive must 
include also that we perceive that we perceive that something; 
and so ad infinitum.) The second premiss is also false, and quite 
without support, since, for example, Berkeley’s attack in the 
Introduction to the Principles on abstract general ideas has no 
connection with this sort of abstracting, and since his specific 
argument in Section 23 is, as we have seen, fallacious. 

This can be put in another way. Bennett thinks that Locke 
should have worried about the meaning of such expressions as 
‘real things without us’. But what we seem to see, feel, hear, and 
so on, the contents of our experience, are seen as real things without 
us—that is, outside us. We just see things as being simply there, 
of such-and-such sorts, in such-and-such relations—though we 
might be wrong, though our seeing them so is logically distinct 
from their being so—and this phrase ‘real things without us’ is 
only a general expression intended to cover any such things as we 
seem to see. ‘Real’ and ‘outside us’ are not positive terms, intro- 
ducing some further features that need special explanation; they 
only deny the downgrading from simply being there to being 
merely how things look. It is difficult to make this point in words 
without getting into a tangle, but a moment’s consideration 
should make it clear. What are in their own nature intentional 
objects or appearances—explicable as how things look—present 
whatever they depict not as appearances but as realities: there is 
therefore no problem about the building-up on this foundation of 
sentences that meaningfully assert—or question—teal existences. 
What we perceive, as an intentional object, is mind-dependent; 
but mind-dependence is not part, let alone a non-detachable part, 
of what we perceive. Mind-dependence, therefore, will not be 
carried over by a constructive theory of meaning into the meaning 
of everything we say. It would do no harm to say that, though 
not reality itself, yet everything we can assert, believe, speculate, 
ot even question about reality is a logical construction out of the 
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contents of our experiences; but this will carry no phenomenalist 
implications. Thus once we have got rid of verificationism, the 
meaning part of the veil-of-perception problem can be solved. 


7. The problem of justification 


The very disposal of the problem of meaning, however, makes 
acute the problem of justification: it allows us to give meaning to’ 
the questions that express sceptical doubts. There is a logical gap 
between ideas and reality, or between how we see things and how 
they are, and synthetic judgements are required to bridge that gap. 
Take, for example, the sceptical question, ‘Is it all a dream?’ Once 
we have given meaning, in a thoroughly familiar way, to the 
contrast between something’s being dreamed and the going-on of 
something of the same sort in what we take to be the reality of 
waking life, we can use that contrast over again in asking whether 
what we take to be the reality of waking life has itself only the 
status of being dreamed in comparison with some further 
(unknown) reality. 

Locke, of course, relies on causal inference to bridge this gap: 
his thesis about reality has, in effect, the form “There is something 
of such-and-such a sort which causes and is represented by things 
looking etc. the way they do to us’. But granted that we can give 
meaning to the descriptions summed up here by “There is some- 
thing of such-and-such a sort’, our problem is to say how we are 
justified in postulating this as a cause (or rather, a set of causes) of 
things looking the way they do. Causal laws are not merely not 
analytic, logical truths, they are not known or knowable a priori 
in any other way either. There is no method by which, from the 
mere inspection of an effect on its own, we can say from what sort 
of cause it must have arisen. So to justify an inference from an 
effect to a cause, we need a synthetic, a posteriori, causal law. ‘This 
must be independently established; but how can it be established 
except by our observing on at least some occasions the occurrence 
of the cause being followed by the occurrence of the effect 2? 

Our reliance on this argument may be somewhat shaken by the 


23 It is, of course, a Humean view of causation that underlies this criticism. I 
have discussed this view in Chapter 1 of my The Cement of the Universe—A Study of 
Causation, and have argued for certain revisions of the Humean view in later chapters 
of that book. But these revisions do not in themselves undermine the sort of argu- 
ment summed up here. 
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consideration that modern physics seems systematically to violate 
its principles. Various aspects of the behaviour of large-scale 
things are explained as being caused by the doings of atomic and 
sub-atomic particles, but the latter are never directly observed, 
being rather inferred from the observation of those large-scale 
performances which they are supposed to cause and hence to 
explain. Are not the physicists guilty of using causal inferences in 
terms of laws which cannot have been independently established 
by the direct observation of the causes in question being followed 
by their supposed effects? 

One could reply by rejecting realism about ‘scientific entities’, 
by interpreting in some non-literal positivist or pragmatist way 
statements about sub-atomic particles. But there is some case for 
saying that this is one instance in which it is defensible to intro- 
duce both the causes and the causal laws that connect them with 
the observed effects as parts of a system of explanatory hypotheses. 
If we think of just one cause-effect pair, such a procedure seems 
arbitrary: if we can introduce the joint hypothesis that X occurs 
and that X causes Y to explain Y, we could introduce with equal 
plausibility any joint hypothesis of the form that Z occurs and 
that Z causes Y: the ‘X’ in the first explanation is freely replace- 
able. But if we are considering not just a single cause-effect pair 
but a systematic explanation of a whole body of effects, there 
may not in practice be anything like the same degree of freedom 
with regard to the various Xs that we can postulate even if the 
laws connecting Xs with Ys are also to be postulated, and are not 
independently established. 

However, another possible reply is that in this case the laws, 
or some of them, are independently established. Laws relating 
electric charge, mass, motion, and so on are discovered and con- 
firmed first for large-scale bodies which are (in an ordinary sense) 
directly observed, and these laws are used again as part of the 
system of laws governing the behaviour of atoms and sub-atomic 
particles and are among those that connect the latter with what is 
directly observed. This is true of some of the laws in question, 
which puts a further constraint on the small-scale, not directly 
observable, causes that can be postulated: they are to be in some 
respects of the same kinds as things that are large enough to be 
directly observed and hence they must conform to some of the 
same, independently established, laws. 
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Returning, with these analogues in mind, to the justification 
part of the veil-of-perception problem, we might hope to solve it 
in either of two ways—or perhaps in both ways together. One 
way would be to argue that the real existence of material things 
outside us is a well-confirmed outline hypothesis, that it explains 
the experiences we have better than any alternative hypothesis 
would, in particular better than the minimal hypothesis that there 
are just these experiences and nothing else. I call it an outline 
hypothesis to allow for revisions within it. One form of realist 
hypothesis that would, I consider, be well confirmed as against 
the minimal phenomenalistic one would be what we can call 
common-sense realism.** This view distinguishes appearances from 
reality, allows for errors and differences of perception between 
people, including those between the colour-blind and people with 
normal colour vision, and yet draws no distinction between pri- 
marty and secondary qualities—in effect treating colours and the 
like as primary qualities, allowing colours-as-we-see-them to be 
resemblances of qualities actually in the things. Another, revised, 
form of realism is the Lockean view with its distinction between 
ptimary and secondary qualities. But both of these fall within 
what I have called the outline hypothesis of (representative) real- 
ism, and I am initially concerned with the confirmation of this 
outline hypothesis rather than with either special form of it. 
What is essential in this outline hypothesis is that it fills in gaps in 
things as they appear, so producing continuously existing things 
and gradual changes where the appearances are discontinuous. Its 
resulting merit is a special sort of simplicity, the resolving of what 
would, on the rival, phenomenalist, view, be quite unexplained 
coincidences: what we now regard as successive observations of 
the same thing at intervals would be the repeated springing into 
existence of complex groups of appearances remarkably like other 
groups which had passed out of existence before. This argument 
from simplicity is, I believe, a powerful one: I shall have more to 
say about it below. 

The other approach to a solution is to argue that we can find, 
within appearances, confirming instances of the very causal laws 
that we need to carry us from appearances to reality—much as we 
can find, among large-scale things, illustrations of some of the 


24 Not ‘naive realism’, because this phrase has been used to name a more extreme 
philosophical thesis than is, I think, ordinarily held by unsophisticated people. 
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causal laws that we use in going beyond these to not directly 
observable small-scale entities. There is, on the face of it, no dif—i- 
culty in checking that things cause our sensations, and no obstacle 
in principle to a detailed physical and physiological and psycho- 
logical investigation of how they do so. This seems to be an 
obvious truth, and yet it would be said that it encounters logical 
difficulties. Is not my reasoning viciously circular if I rely on my 
seeing of an object, say a cup, to support the judgement that it is 
the cup’s coming to be there that has caused this new visual 
setisation in me? But I can use a different sense, say touch, to 
ascertain that a certain solid object has just come to be before me 
at the time when I begin to have these visual sensations, and so on. 
However, Bennett could reply that this shows merely that there 
is no difficulty in establishing piecemeal causal and representative 
relations, but that these hold only within appearances, and that 
there is no justification for extending these to hold between a 
supposed reality and appearances as a whole. But on the kind of 
representative view that we are now examining, appearances are 
not a special kind of entity: to speak of appearances is just to 
speak generally of such matters as how-it-looks or how-it-feels. 
So what I seem to be presented with is just that when a feelable 
cup-shaped object comes to be before my eyes, I begin to have a 
certain visual sensation, and when the object is removed I cease 
to have it, the whole set of observations being repeatable in just 
the ways needed to confirm a causal relationship: I seem to be 
getting evidence of a real solid object causing sensations. Still, 
there is a vicious circularity in appealing to causal relationships 
thus established against a radical scepticism, against a doubt 
whether there is any reality at all of which our percepts are appear- 
ances. The radical sceptic will not allow any authority to the 
interpretation, however tentative, of my experience as being of a 
real solid object causing sensations. That may be how it looks to 
me, he will say, but how it looks may be completely wrong. 
Consequently we cannot use such confirmations of object- 
sensation causal laws within appearances to make the first inroads 
on scepticism: these must be made rather by the argument from 
simplicity for realism considered as an outline hypothesis. But 
once these first inroads have been made, once the realist view has 
been given some initial plausibility, we can further strengthen it, 
as well as filling in the more detailed accounts it requires of the 
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specific causal processes in perception, by detecting such object- 
sensation causal laws within appearances. The vicious circle, once 
broken, changes into a virtuous spiral. But it is important, for this 
purpose, that we should take the correct view of appearances on 
which I have repeatedly insisted. If appearances were real objects, 
but distinct from ‘real things outside us’, then causal relations 
between them would be very poor evidence for any like causal 
relations (and they could not be very like) between real things and 
appearances. But if to speak of an appearance is just to speak of 
how-it-looks, then what we are calling a causal relation between 
appearances can be its looking as if there were a causal relation 
between a real thing and, say, my having a certain sensation, and 
once any credence has been given to such claims, they can build 
up into powerful support for the kind of representative view we 
ate considering. 

The details of a causal theory will thus look after themselves, 
but it is worth reconsidering the argument from simplicity which 
has to provide the first step in solving the problem of justification. 
Simplicity of various sorts has been seen as a merit in scientific 
theories and hypotheses, but the special kind with which we are 
here concerned is very dramatically illustrated by the contrast 
between Copernican and Ptolemaic theories. The key difference 
between them is not, say, over the mere number of cycles and 
epicycles used. Rather it is this. In a Ptolemaic account of the 
motions of the planet Jupiter, for example, there will occur some- 
where a cycle or epicycle with a period of 365 days. Similarly in 
the account of the motions of the planet Mars there will occur, 
quite separately and independently, a 365 days’ cycle or epicycle. 
And similarly with each of the planets, as well as for the sun. But 
since these are all independent, the recurrence of the same period, 
365 days, in different places is a sheer unexplained coincidence. 
On the Copernican hypothesis, however, these separate epicycles 
disappear into the single revolution of the earth about the sun: 
there is no longer any coincidence to be explained. It is this, I 
believe, that constitutes the real initial superiority of the Coper- 
nican hypothesis over the Ptolemaic, as distinct from its sub- 
sequent confirmation by the way in which it led on to the more 
complete astronomical theories of Kepler and Newton. It is 
simplicity of this sort that I would call she elimination of unexplained 
coincidence; and this sort of simplicity is of the greatest importance 
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as a guide to the choice between alternative scientific hypotheses. 
And while the existence of material things is not itself what we 
would ordinarily call a scientific hypothesis, being rather a frame- 
work within which the particular hypotheses that we so describe 
are formulated, it can, when the question of its justification is 
raised, be seen to be like a scientific hypothesis and to have in its 
favour this same sort of simplicity, this same elimination of 
unexplained coincidence. 

This argument from simplicity is what Hume describes as the 
manner in which the ‘constancy’ and ‘coherence’ of certain impres- 
sions ‘give[s] rise to the opinion of the continu’d existence of 
body’.*5 But whereas Hume thought that he was tracing only the 
irrational behaviour of our imaginations, pointing out the bad 
though plausible reasons that we have for certain beliefs, I think 
that they are quite good reasons, and they are certainly closely 
analogous to what we recognize as good reasons for preferring 
one scientific theory to another. This view was taken, for example, 
by Russell, and has also beet: adopted by Ayer, who while acknow- 
ledging his debt to Hume says that whereas Hume ‘found in the 
relations of “constancy” and “coherence”... a means of explain- 
ing how we are deceived into treating [our “‘perceptions’’] as 
persistent objects, I have represented these relations not as 
accounting for a deception but as justifying an acceptable 
theory’.?6 


8. Is naivety indispensable? 


Both in Hume and in Ayer, however, there is a curious twist to 
the argument. Hume insists that we cannot get directly to the 
sophisticated sort of realism which distinguishes ‘objects’ from 
‘perceptions’ (that is, external reality from the experiential content) 
and further distinguishes primary from secondary qualities. We 
can reach this only by way of a very naive realism which asserts 
just the continued unobserved existence of our perceptions 
themselves.?’ In a similar spirit Ayer argues that the causal analysis 

25 Treatise, I. iv, 2. 

26 B. Russell, op. cit., Chapter 2; A. J. Ayer, The Central Questions of Philosophy, 
Chapter 5, esp. p. 106. 

27 Loc. cit.: “There are no principles either of the understanding or fancy, which 


lead us directly to embrace this opinion of the double existence of perceptions and 
objects, nor can we arrive at it but by passing thro’ the common hypothesis of the 
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of perception can be brought in only after ‘we have already estab- 
lished our claim to have some knowledge of the physical world’. 
Accepting the dogma which I have questioned, that causal state- 
ments can be made only if the objects taken as causes are ‘indepen- 
dently identified’, Ayer thinks that we must first be naive realists 
in order to identify the objects that we subsequently treat as 
causing our perceptions. The observer is not initially permitted 
to ‘conceive of the data with which he works as private to himself’, 
that is, as percepts. This is ‘eventually possible, but only when the 
theory has been developed and is allowed to transform its own 
origins’. But is either Hume or Ayer right about this? 

First, it is true that historically, in the thought of each of us, 
there is a phase of something like naive realism, a stage in which 
we do not distinguish between objects and percepts. It is also true 
that between this and the stage where some of us adopt a Lockean 
view there is a phase of what I have called common-sense realism, 
with a distinction between objects and percepts but without one 
between primary and secondary qualities. It is through these 
stages and by patterns of reasoning that belong to them that any 
of us comes in the first place to consider anything like the Lockean 
view, and even when we are trying to consider it, our language 
and our natural ways of thinking keep pulling us back to one or 
other of these more primitive views. But both Hume and Ayer, 
in their different ways and with their different purposes, are 
making something much stronger than this contingent historical 
claim; they are suggesting that it is somehow logically necessary 
for us to pass through the first stage. 

I have argued, secondly, that it is vital for the solution of the 
ptoblem of meaning—even after we have a constructive rather 
than a verificationist theory—that the contents of our experience 
are not undetachably labelled as such: mind-dependence is not a 
part of what we perceive, and certainly not a part from which it 
would be impossible to abstract, for constructive use elsewhere, 


28 Op. cit., pp. 87, 98, 106. 


identity and continuance of our interrupted perceptions. Were we not first per- 
swaded, that our perceptions ate our only objects, and continue to exist even when 
they no longer make their appearance to the senses, we should never be led to 
think, that our perceptions and objects are different, and that our objects alone 
presetve a continu’d existence. “The latter hypothesis has no primary recommenda- 
tion either to reason or the imagination, but acquires all its influence on the 
imagination from the formet’’.’ 
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other parts of that experiential content. That this should be so 
is a logical requirement for the development, in meaningful 
language, of a representational view. But what is thus logically 
required is not the actual passing through a naive realist stage, 
but merely that the contents of experience should be such as not, 
in themselves, to preclude naive realism. 

Thirdly, I have conceded that if we try to set up the Lockean 
view by causal inference, relying on causal laws which are them- 
selves initially established within appearances, the reasoning 
would be viciously circular unless there were some initial plausi- 
bility in some kind of realist view: we cannot begin at this point 
an effective argument against an obstinate sceptic. But what moral 
is to be drawn from this? If this were our only line of argument, 
and if, as this point suggests, it could get started only by our 
making what would have initially to be a naively realistic assump- 
tion, then surely it would be Hume’s conclusion rather than 
Ayer’s that would be vindicated. The line of thought that leads 
to a Lockean view would not really be defensible: there would 
have to be some support for the conclusion before there was any 
genuine support for the premiss, and this vicious circularity would 
reduce the whole case for realism to a performance that might be 
psychologically explained but could not be defended. What allows 
us to escape from Hume’s conclusion is the other line of thought, 
in which the object-sensation causal laws do not have to be 
independently established before we rely on them for an inference 
from appearance to reality, but we can rather see both the reality 
and the laws that connect it with appearances as joint parts of a 
systematic explanatory hypothesis. (But in calling it an hypothesis 
we are referring to the order of the justification of beliefs, not to 
the order of their acquisition. It has been conceded that in the 
otder of acquisition of beliefs naive realism comes first, followed 
by common-sense realism: we do not first introduce the external 
world as an hypothesis. But when the question of justification is 
raised, we can then speak of a complex hypothesis, which is 
confirmed just by its explanatory success). Since he also uses this 
line of thought, Ayer need not, and shuold not, accept Hume’s 
view that naive realism is, in this third way, a (logically) necessary 
stage in our thinking. 
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9. Conclusions 


It seems, then, that there is a kind of representative theory, 
dealing with ‘ideas’ as intentional objects, which while it is prima 
facie open to the objections that are commonly thought fatal to 
any representative view, can in the end be defended against them. 
To put it simply, it is just not true that if in this sense we start 
within the circle of ideas we carunot break out. Equally, we found 
that there is another variant of representationalism, dealing with 
‘ideas’ as physical intermediates, which could also be so defended, 
though it is of less interest and less historical importance. But a 
close historical study would probably show that the representative 
theories that have been discussed have often been mixtures, and 
perhaps incoherent mixtures, of these two separately defensible 
views. We can conclude that in order to avoid being forced into 
phenomenalism, and to arrive at some sort of realism, we do not 
need to regard perception as a mode of awareness that is so direct 
as to be self-guaranteeing and unproblematic, as simply giving us 
real external objects. It is just as well that we do not need this, 
since we could not obtain it. In particular, as we have seen, we 
cannot derive this conclusion either from the undeniable judge- 
mental directness of ordinary perception or from the ways in 
which in everyday speech we talk about seeing and feeling things. 
T think also that the intentional object variant which I have 
defended is fairly close to what Locke was trying to state. If this 
position is defensible, we can the more readily accept something 
like this as an interpretation of Locke, knowing that we are not 
thereby pushing him into a position which any first-year student 
can refute. We can see that at least in principle Locke was right 
not to be disturbed by what he admitted to be initial difficulties 
for this sort of view. However, there is at least one problem 
outstanding: how is Locke, or a Lockean, to defend the view that 
some ideas, but not others, resemble the corresponding qualities 
of external things, if we have no ‘direct access’ to the things in 
order to compate our ideas with them? But this is only the 
ptoblem of the distinction between primary and secondary quali- 
ties over again, and that, as we saw in Chapter 1, could be 
defended against other objections: the only remaining difficulty 
for it was that (in Locke’s form) it required a representative theory 
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for its formulation. Now that such a theory has been vindicated, 
we can argue in favour of the primary/secondary distinction on 
essentially scientific grounds, that it is involved in the best detailed 
explanation of perceptual processes: it is thus, and not by direct 
comparisons, that we can decide which ideas are, and which are 
not, matched by objective qualities that resemble them, which of 
them literally depict reality and which merely ‘represent’ it and 
‘conform’ to it. 

Reading the Essay as a whole, one certainly does not get the 
impression that the representative theory had anything like the 
impostance for Locke himself that it has had for his critics from 
Berkeley onwards. It was something that he took pretty much for 
granted, rather than something that he was specially concerned to 
put forward, develop, and defend. Yet it could not simply be 
excised from the Essay: if it were abandoned, much else would at 
least need to be put very differently. We need not apologize for 
taking so much more trouble over this question than Locke 
himself did: however inadvertently, he introduced into philo- 
sophical discussion a topic that his successors have in general not 
been able either to cope with adequately or to leave alone, and 
one about which some of the most widely and firmly held philo- 
sophical opinions are, I believe, very much open to dispute. 


3 
SUBSTANCE AND ESSENCE 


1. Berkeley's criticism of ‘material substance’ 


Lockz’s view of substance, and particularly of material substance, 
has been thought very much open to criticism. Berkeley attacked 
it with vigour: 


It is said extension is a mode or accident of matter, and that matter is the 
substratum that supports it. Now I desire that you would explain what 
is meant by matter’s supporting extension: say you, I have no idea of 
matter, and therefore cannot explain it. I answer, though you have no 
positive, yet if you have any meaning at all, you must at least have a 
telative idea of matter; though you know not what it is, yet you must 
be supposed to know what relation it bears to accidents, and what is 
meant by its supporting them. It is evident support cannot here be 
taken in its usual or literal sense, as when we say that pillars support a 
building: in what sense therefore must it be taken? .. . If we inquire 
into what the most accurate philosophers declare themselves to mean 
by material substance, we shall find them acknowledge, they have no 
other meaning annexed to those sounds, but the idea of being in general, 
together with the relative notion of its supporting accidents. The general idea 
of being appeareth to me the most abstract and incomprehensible of 
all other; and as for its supporting accidents, this, as we have just now 
observed, cannot be understood in the common sense of those words; 
it must therefore be taken in some other sense, but what that is they 
do not explain.t 


That is, Locke can offer no account of substance itself, and only 
an unexplained metaphor for its relation to qualities. If what 
Berkeley is here criticizing is indeed Locke’s theory, it is in con- 
siderable difficulties. Moreover, Berkeley thought that Locke 
needed this substance or substratum, unsatisfactory though it is, 
to provide an anchor for qualities outside the mind: he thought 
that if Locke gave up material substance, he would have to let the 
primary qualities slide into the mind and survive only as ideas, 
just as, Berkeley wrongly thought, Locke had already allowed the 
secondary qualities to do.? 


1 Principles, §§ 16-17. 
2Cf£. Three Dialogues, Second Dialogue: ‘Hy/as: The teality of things cannot be 
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2. Laocke’s account of substance 


What Locke actually says in the Essay, however, should make 
us hesitate about ascribing to him the view that Berkeley criticizes. 
In the key passage he is not putting forward what he ‘declares 
himself to mean’ by material substance, but explaining the ideas 
that people ordinarily have of substance in general and of patr- 
ticular substances. 


The mind... takes notice . . . that a certain number of these simple 
ideas [that is, qualities] go constantly together; which being presumed 
to belong to one thing ... are called, so united in one subject, by one 
name; which, by inadvertency, we are apt afterward to talk of and 
consider as one simple édea [that is, thing]... because... not imagining 
how these simple édeas [that is, qualities] can subsist by themselves, we 
accustom ourselves to suppose some substratum wherein they do sub- 
sist, and from which they do result; which therefore we call sabstance.3 


We find, in other words, a number of features regularly going 
around together—for example, the shape, size, colour, habitual 
movements, noises, etc. of a cat: we use the one word ‘cat’ to 
refer to this collection of features: we then suppose that there is 
some one thing for which the word ‘cat’ (or the phrase ‘the cat’) 
stands, and that there is some one central core which both pro- 
duces and holds together all these cat-features, and it is to this 
supposed item, and all corresponding items, that we give the 


3II, xxiii. 1. This is one of many passages where Locke, as he himself admits 
CU. viii. 8) uses the word ‘idea’ carelessly, in a very broad sense, where if he were 
writing more accurately he would have said ‘thing’ or ‘quality’: I have indicated in 
square brackets the amendments which he invites us to make. 


maintained without supposing the existence of matter.’ But it must be admitted 
that Berkeley usually puts the argument the other way round: the denial of matter 
is a conclusion that follows from, tather than supports, the transfer of all ‘sensible 
qualities’ into the mind—e.g. Second Dialogue: ‘Philonous: . . . at first, from a 
belief in material substance you would have it that the immediate objects existed 
without the mind; then that their archetypes; then causes; next instruments; then 
occasions: lastly, something in general, which being interpreted proves nothing. So 
matter comes to nothing.’ And again Principles § 17: “But why shou’d we trouble 
ourselves any further, in discussing this material substratum or support of figure 
and motion, and other sensible qualities? does not it suppose they have an existence 
without the mind? and is not this a direct repugnancy, and altogether inconceiv- 
able?’ For Berkeley, with his theological concetns, matter rather than external 
existence is the real villain, so he uses the denial of the non-mental existence of 
qualities as a step towards the denial of matter. 
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general name ‘substance’: ‘So that if anyone will examine himself 
concerning his notion of pure substance in general, he will find he has 
no other idea of it at all, but a supposition of he knows not what 
support of such qualities which are capable of producing simple 
ideas in us .. .* And Locke adds ‘. . . here, as in all other cases 
where we use words without having clear and distinct ideas, we 
talk like children .. .” 

Locke explains further that once we have this ‘obscure and 
relative idea of substance in general’, we get the ideas of particular 
sorts of substances by taking combinations of ideas representing 
qualities that are found going around together, which ‘are there- 
fore supposed to flow from the particular internal constitution or 
unknown essence of that substance’: our ideas of a man, a horse, 
gold, water, and so on are thus collections of simple ideas along 
with ‘the confused idea of something ...in which they [or rather, the 
corresponding qualities] subsist’.5 

Since Locke had to defend himself against Stillingfleet’s criti- 
cism that he makes ‘the general idea of substance to be framed, 
not by abstracting and enlarging simple ideas, but by a complica- 
tion of many simple ideas together’, it would be as well to retrace 
carefully the rather complicated procedure he describes. First, we 
notice, say, the collection of instantiated cat-features going around 
together, and we frame what we might call a purely phenomenal 
idea of this cat: this is a ‘complication of many simple ideas 
together’. Secondly, we suppose an unknown central core to be 
what those features subsist in and result from: we now have the 
idea of this particular substance, that is, this concrete existing 
thing, this cat: this is the combination of the phenomenal idea 
with the idea of an unknown core. Thirdly, from this and many 
like cases we abstract the general notion of the unknown central 
core of a thing, which is the idea of pure substance in general. 
Fourthly, from the particular phenomenal ideas of this cat, that 
cat, the other cat, and so on we abstract a general idea of a collec- 
tion of general cat-features, combine this with the idea of pure 
substance in general, and so get the general idea of a particular 
sort of substance, namely a cat. 

It is plain from these passages themselves that Locke is pri- 
marily describing what he takes to be our ordinary way of think- 
ing, and is not necessarily endorsing it himself. He is certainly not 


411. xxiii. 2. SII. xxiii. 3. 
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constructing here anything that we could call his own theory of 
substance; rather we find him here, as in several other places,® 
disapproving of some parts of this ordinary way of thinking, as 
an example of what he later calls ‘the first and most palpable 
abuse [of words] .. . the using of words without clear and distinct 
ideas.”? This comes out still more plainly in his satirical comments 
on those who try to make a positive use of the notion of sub- 
stance, as a ground for criticizing the physical theory that there 
can be empty space: 


If it be demanded (as usually it is) whether this space, void of body, be 
substance ot accident, | shall readily answer I know not, nor shall be 
ashamed to own my ignorance, till they that ask show me a clear 
distinct idea of substance ... And I desire those who lay so much 
stress on the sound of these two syllables, substance, to consider whether 
applying it as they do to the infinite incomprehensible GOD, to finite 
spirit, and to body, it be in the same sense; and whether it stands for 
the same dea, when each of those three so different beings are called 
substances 28 


Locke does not think that his opponents will dare to say that 
three such different things all have some common nature that is 
called substance, while if they recognize these as three quite 
different sorts of substance, he sees no reason why they should 
not recognize space as a fourth. The doctrine of substance, then, 
is not something that Locke is himself constructing, using, and 
relying upon; rather it is something he found already in use, of 
which he was both critical and suspicious, anxious that it should 
not be allowed to restrict scientific inquiry. 

On the other hand, Locke does not go so far as explicitly to 
reject this notion of substance, either proposing a different notion 
or rejecting the term ‘substance’ altogether. Indeed he remarks in 
Book I that if nature had been going to give us any innate ideas, a 
clear idea of substance is one that it would have been handy to 
have as innate, since we cannot get any such clear idea in the 
ordinary way, by sensation and reflection.® Unless this section is 
ironical, Locke is hete expressing the belief that there is such a 

6 See particularly III. x. 17-20, which (with related passages) is discussed in 
Section 7 below as including an anticipation of a thesis recently advanced by 
Saul Kripke. 


7 Compare IT. xxiii, 2 with III. x. 2. ‘HL. xiii. 17-18. 
91. iv. 19. 
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thing as substance, over and above the collections of qualities of 
which we can have what I have called phenomenal ideas, and yet 
admitting that neither he nor anyone else can get nearer to it than 
in the unsatisfactory way described above. 


3. Substance and real essence 


In considering how far Locke is committed to the notion of 
substance which he himself finds unsatisfactory we shall have to 
sort out several things which he misleadingly runs together. In 
what I called above the second stage of the complicated procedure, 
Locke suggests that it is because we use, for convenience, the 
single word ‘cat’ for the collection of instantiated cat-features that 
we suppose that there is some further thing for which this word 
stands. But this verbal argument need not be the whole of the 
story. The readily perceivable cat-features have no observable 
connection with one another—the fur does not produce the 
miaow—and especially since, as Locke says, out ideas of particular 
substances are made up largely of ideas of powers, it is reasonable 
and natural to suppose that there are occurrent grounds for these 
powers, and hence that there is some not immediately detectable 
internal structure to which all the readily perceivable features and 
powets are related, and which would causally explain the co- 
occurrence of observable features. It is in this sense reasonable to 
postulate a thing which has all these properties and to use the 
phrase ‘this cat’ to stand for this postulated thing, or for the 
combination of the postulated central core, the perceivable feat- 
ures, and the powers found to be associated with them. It need 
not be, as Locke sometimes suggests, that such a phrase as ‘this 
cat’ stands initially, and ought only to stand, for the collection of 
readily perceivable features (and perhaps the associated powets)— 
that is, for that of which we have what I called a phenomenal idea. 
_ If the core is reasonably postulated, we are not necessarily being 

fooled by the use of the one word ‘cat’ into supposing that there 
must be a unitary referent for it. But what sort of entity would be 
thus reasonably postulated? Surely some combination of further 
instantiated properties, including arrangements and motions of 
minute parts, which are too small to be perceived, as well as 
macroscopic structures and processes which are not readily per- 
ceivable merely because they are inside the animal. This internal 


SUBSTANCE AND REAL ESSENCE 77 


and partly minute structure will, however, on Locke’s view be 
made up of primary qualities, and even if we supplement these in 
the way I suggested in Chapter 1, it will still be made up of proper- 
ties of some sort: it will not be a ‘substratum’ underlying all 
properties. 

On the other hand, philosophers have often toyed with a logico- 
linguistic argument which seems to introduce such a substratum. 
We say that the thing here, the cat, 4as each of the properties, not 
only the readily perceivable features but also the powers, the 
internal, not iramediately detectable features, and even those pro- 
perties of the minute parts which may remain forever unknown. 
So it seems that the thing itself must be distinct from each of its 
properties, and therefore from all its properties together: it must 
be something other than the properties, something in which they 
all inhere, and to which they all belong; and it is by belonging to 
this one underlying something that they are all held together and 
go to make one complete thing. We cannot conceive how qualities 
could subsist alone: they need something to subsist in. Also, 
qualities in themselves are general, they are universals; they need 
to be instantiated or individuated by being attached to something 
whose very nature it is to be particular. What we thus need 
to supplement all the properties is the substratum, which must 
therefore be something which considered purely in itself has 
no ptoperties and is not constituted by any combination of 
propetties. 

It is plain that this argument for a substratum is different from 
the argument for what I called a central core, the latter being close 
to what Locke calls a real essence. It is the latter of which he is 
speaking when he says that the qualities ‘are supposed to flow 
from the particular internal constitution or unknown essence of 
that substance’. When Locke speaks of ‘some substratum wherein 
[the qualities] do subsist, and from which they do result’ he is in 
effect identifying the substratum with the real essence.1° But the 
argument just sketched would lead us to distinguish the two 
notions. The real essence is the particular internal constitution. 
The real essence of gold will be the way in which gold is built up 
out of some minute fundamental particles; water will have a 
different real essence, being built up in some different way, either 


10 TJ, xxiii. 3; IL, xxiii. 1. 
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from different fundamental particles or from the same ones differ- 
ently combined and arranged. But a substratum which in itself 
was devoid of all properties, all distinctions, would presumably 
be the same in gold and in water. Again, though Locke says many 
times that real essences are unknown, this is only contingently so. 
It is conceivable that we should have senses ‘acute enough to 
discern the minute particles of bodies and the real constitution on 
which their sensible qualities depend’,!! and angels may well be 
able to provide themselves with organs of sensation adapted to 
whatever scale of observation they prefer. But a substratum 
underlying a// properties would be unperceivable in principle: 
having no features of its own it could not be detected in itself by 
any conceivable form of perception. Since we can equate Locke’s 
real essences with what we should now call the molecular and 
atomic structure of things, we may say that many real essences 
that were unknown in Locke’s day are now pretty thoroughly 
known by chemists and physicists; but any substratum that under- 
lies all properties, and fulfils merely the logical functions of the 
individuation of general features and of holding features together 
by being that in which they all inhere, must still be as remote as 
ever from our view. 

Moreover, the logico-linguistic argument for a substratum is 
not cogent. Of course, what we encounter is instantiated qualities: 
but this combination of particularity with universality is the 
unavoidable starting-point of any explanation. It is both unneces- 
sary and the source of insoluble puzzles to split it up into purely 
universal qualities and some purely particular complement of them 
which have then to be somehow reunited. Instantiated properties, 
at least of all the kinds with which we are at present concerned, are 
spatio-temporally located. As we saw, Locke needs, in addition to 
his primary qualities—unless solidity can play this role—at least 
one space-occupying feature, perhaps something like rest mass or 
electric charge. The other, geometrical, primary qualities could 
not, indeed, subsist alone; but they need nothing more to subsist 
in than such an objective space-occupying feature. And while we 
can speak of a thing as distinct from each of its properties, includ- 
ing this one, so that we can say that the thing 4as this or that 
property, it does not follow that we must regard the thing as 


WY, xxiii. 11; cf. IV. iii, 25. 1201. xxiii. 13. 
43 More of these puzzles will be examined in Chapter 4. 
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distinct from all its instantiated properties at once. If our ordinary 
style of speaking did commit us to this conclusion, we could only 
say, so much the worse for our ordinary style of speaking: there 
is no need to let it be authoritative in leading to so unacceptable a 
result. But in any case our ordinary style of speaking does not so 
commit us. It can be interpreted harmlessly in either of two ways. 
When we say that this cat, for example, has property X, whatever 
X may be, we can take the subject-term, ‘this cat’, as referring to 
the whole collection of properties, including X, and then to say 
that it has X will be to say that it has X as a constituent, as a 
member of the collection; alternatively we can take the subject- 
term, ‘this cat’, as referring to some sub-set of the collection which 
excludes X, and then to say that it has X is to say that X co-occurs 
with it. 

This argument for a substratum, then, should be rejected. No 
doubt it has convinced some philosophers, including some 
scholastically trained thinkers against whom Locke was reacting. 
But he was surely wrong if he thought that we all, in our ordinary 
thought, introduce for some such reason as this the notion of 
pure substance in general and use it as a component in our com- 
plex ideas of particular sorts of substance. There is no reason 
to suppose that anyone except a few philosophers has had this 
notion and used it in this way. But is Locke himself one of those 
few? 

On this topic of substance, Locke has been attacked from both 
sides. After his death Berkeley rubbed in the difficulties—fore- 
shadowed by Locke’s own words—about an unknowable sub- 
stance. Other critics too found his thesis that real essences are 
unknown a threat to established religious doctrines.1* But during 
his lifetime the strongest criticism was that of Stillingfleet from 
the opposite side: he accused Locke of doing away with substance, 
or at least making its existence doubtful. In reply Locke insists 
first that he of course recognizes particular substances, such as a 
man, for instance himself, but secondly that he accepts the same 
argument as Stillingfleet does, that ‘we cannot conceive how 
modes or accidents can subsist by themselves’, and hence we 
suppose that they exist in and are supported by some common 
subject. Locke is here quoting what he gave in II. xxiii. 4 as the 


4 Cf. J. W. Yolton, John Locke and the Way of Ideas, pp. 126-48. 
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soutce of our ordinary idea of substance in general, but he now 
adds ‘Which I think is a true reason’. That is, he now explicitly 
endorses what we might have written off merely as a report (even 
if not a correct one) of our ordinary way of thinking: thus Locke 
seems to accept, under pressure from Stillingfleet, the weak logico- 
linguistic argument outlined above. He admits that he can intro- 
duce in this way only an obscure, confused, imperfect, inadequate 
idea of substance; but, he points out, neither Stillingfleet nor 
anyone else can produce a better one. 

Yolton has argued that Locke’s account of substance is an 
attempt to reconcile two incompatible views, a ‘phenomenalistic’ 
one which identifies substance with a collection of qualities, and a 
‘non-phenomenalistic’ one which introduces a real essence hidden 
away in an ‘unknowable but necessary substratum’.!© There are, 
however, at least four possible views here. A strictly phenomenal- 
istic (or Berkeleian) one would equate a substance with a collection 
of ideas or appearances: but Locke shows no tendency to do this. 
A second view would equate it with a collection of readily observ- 
able qualities, both such large-scale primary qualities as the over- 
all shape and size of objects big enough for us to see as having 
some particular shape and the powers with which Locke identifies 
secondary qualities, and therefore approximately with what Locke 
calls nominal essence. A third view would equate substance with 
real essence, an unknown micro-structure of instantiated primary 
qualities. The fourth view would equate substance with a sub- 
stratum underlying all the properties, even those that constitute 
this micro-structure. 

When Locke is discussing the names of substances, he tends to 
say that they can be coherently used only to stand for nominal 
essences, and this might pull him in the direction of the second 
view of substance. Yet when he is discussing substance itself, 
both in the text of the Essay and in his reply to Stillingfleet in the 
First Letter, he explicitly rejects this view and admits a substance 
of which we have only a relative idea, which is inferred as that in 
which modes and accidents inhere, in which even the (observable) 
primary qualities exist, by which they are supported, to which 
they belong, and from which all these sensible qualities result. He 


18 Reply to Stillingfleet, printed in many editions of the Essay (but not in Every- 
man) at the end of II. xxiii. 
46 Op. cit., pp. 126, 134-5, 139. 
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endorses the view of substance as something we know not what 
in which even solidity and extension inhere. 

But does this mean that he accepted the third view, or the 
fourth, or some confused mixture of the two? Was he endorsing 
the reasonable argument for a real essence, or the weak logico- 
linguistic argument for a substratum underlying all properties, or 
both, and failing to distinguish them? 

Michael Ayers has argued that Locke coherently adopts what I 
have called the third view.!” Although Locke distinguishes ‘pure 
substance in general’ from specific real essences, the former is just 
an unknown determinable something of which each real essence 
is a determination or ‘modification’. It is usually the ‘modes and 
accidents’ or ‘sensible qualities’ that Locke says need something 
to subsist in. Also, as we have seen, he at least sometimes equates 
the substratum with the real essence. Ayers’s interpretation would 
therefore give him a more consistent view than any other. Also, 
Locke does not need to postulate a substratum underlying all 
(general) properties as the principle of individuation and identity 
since (as we shall see in Chapter 5) he has a quite different account 
of these matters. When he speaks about substance and substratum, 
he is concerned not with the conjunction of properties in an 
individual subject, but with sorts of substances and the regular 
clustering of properties in a natural kind. 

However, to maintain this interpretation we must take it that 
when Locke says that while colour and weight inhere in the solid 
extended parts, extension and solidity themselves inhere in sub- 
stance,'* this applies not to extension and solidity in general, in 
particular not to the extension and solidity of minute parts (for 
these constitute the real essence, and therefore on this interpreta- 
tion the substance, and cannot inhere in it) but only to large-scale, 
observable extension and solidity. If this is what Locke meant, 
then it is a pity that he did not say so more explicitly, and indeed 
that he did not reject the whole language of inherence and confine 
himself to saying that the substance or teal essence is that of 
which the sensible qualities are further properties, to which they 
in some sense belong and from which they result. 

I am not, therefore, convinced that Locke did confine himself 


17M. R. Ayers, “The Ideas of Powet and Substance in Locke’s Philosophy’, 
Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 25 (4975), 1-27. 
18 JT, xxiii. 2, 
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strictly to what I have called the third view, without any admix- 
ture of the fourth and without any endorsement of the logico- 
linguistic argument. But there is no doubt that this is what he 
should have done. We can, then, sum up what he should have 
said about substance, though it may not be quite what he does 
say. 

There ate particular substances, such as a horse, gold (or a piece 
of gold), and so on, each of which is constituted not only by a 
combination of easily detectable instantiated properties that go 
around together but also by many accompanying powers, and 
also by an internal constitution which holds these propetties 
together and is their source and the basis of those powers. This 
internal constitution is mostly unknown, but is reasonably postu- 
lated. We have only a relative idea of it, but still a defensible one. 
It may be regrettable that we do not have a clearer and more 
adequate idea of it, but that is how things stand: no other philo- 
sophy can improve on this account. It is also reasonable to assume 
that the internal constitutions of different tokens of the same type 
ate alike—for example, different horses, different pieces of gold— 
so that we can speak of the real essence of a natural kind. Still, 
things that we group together as having the same nominal essence 
may in fact have different real essences. (Whether we can also 
speak of real essences of individuals will be considered later, in 
Chapter 5.) So far we have introduced particular substances and 
real essences; we can also speak of substance in general, but 
mierely as the determinable of which each real essence is a par- 
ticular determination. Some philosophers have also introduced 
the notion of a substratum underlying all properties, which would 
be in principle unknown, unknowable, and indescribable. These 
philosophers arrive at this notion by thinking of all the properties 
of something as being only properties that belong to that thing 
(or substance), and hence of the thing as distinct from all its 
properties at once, and as something that they all together need 
to subsist in. The notion that we could thus get of such a sub- 
stratum is even more obscure and relative than the idea of a real 
essence: it would be something we know not what related to the 
properties some of which we know and some of which we merely 
infer to be present by a relation which in turn we could describe 
only vaguely by using the metaphors of inherence and support, 
and these metaphors could not now be explained in the way that 
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they could be explained if applied to the relation between the real 
essence and the observable features. We have, therefore, no good 
reason for postulating such a substratum underlying all properties; 
it will not even supplement the primary qualities in the way that 
is required if they are to provide an adequate set of data for 
physical explanation; nor, as we shall see, is it needed to account 
for identity, diversity, and individuation. 


4. Material substance and reality 


It should be clear that the rejection of such a substratum has 
no tendency to undermine the objective existence of particular 
substances with their properties and powers and real essences. In 
this context, Bennett accuses Berkeley of having confused and 
conflated two quite different doctrines, the substratum doctrine 
which is a ‘theory about what it is for a property to be instantiated’ 
and the veil-of-perception doctrine about the relation between 
appearances and reality. Quoting parts of the passage I have 
quoted at the beginning of this chapter,!9 Bennett comments: 


Berkeley wants to make a point about substratum-substance. Not only 
does he distractingly call it ‘matter’, but he also drags ‘extension’ into 
the limelight . . . With the phrase ‘existence without the mind’ as his 
pivot, he modulates into an attack on the veil-of-perception doctrine! 
A complaint against a wrong analysis of subject-concepts is thus 
jumbled with a complaint against Locke’s insufficiently idealist analysis 
of the concept of reality.2 


However, I see no conflation here. Berkeley is not writing a series 
of separate essays in analytical philosophy, but making out a case 
against a certain body of doctrine, in particular what he would 
have identified as materialism and saw as the ground of scepticism 
and atheism. ‘Matter’ is not what substratum-substance is distract- 
ingly called, it is what the argument is primarily about. As Ber- 
keley saw it, the case for matter involved two main steps: the step 
from the ideas of which we are immediately aware to qualities and 
collections of qualities existing outside and independently of the 
mind, and the step from these to matter as their substratum and 
support. He makes the point about the obscurity of the support 
relation as a criticism of the second step in this argument. This 


19 ».72 and note 2, quoting from Principles, §§ 16-17. 
20 Bennett, Locke, Berkeley, Hume: Central Themes, pp. 70-4. 
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could be a general criticism of the substratum analysis of subject- 
concepts, but that is not what Berkeley here wants it for. He 
wants it to undermine this part of the case for matter, and extension 
is used because it is the most obvious and generally recognized 
mode or quality of matter. Berkeley goes on to the objections to 
what Bennett calls the veil-of-perception doctrine because it is 
thus that he can attack what I have called the first step in the case 
for matter: if the materialist cannot establish the non-mental 
existence of qualities the question of a substratum for them, such 
as matter, will not even arise. If there is a conflation, it is not of 
the two doctrines Bennett mentions but of the substratum and 
real essence concepts in the notion of matter, and that, as we have 
seen, may already be there in Locke’s discussion. On the other 
hand, Bennett is right in ascribing a conflation of the substratum 
and veil-of-perception issues to a number of later writers, includ- 
ing C. R. Morris and Warnock and Ayer.?! But it seems that what 
were two distinct steps in Berkeley’s argument, criticizing two 
corresponding steps in the case for matter, have been run together 
by some of his successors. If we keep the two steps apart, we can 
agree with Berkeley’s criticism of the move from objective quali- 
ties to a substratum underlying all properties without agreeing 
with his criticisms of the move from ideas to objective qualities. 
We can also resist any objections to the move from the readily 
observable features to the things or particular types of substance 
which have these features but are constituted not only of them 
but also of unobserved but reasonably postulated internal 
properties. 

Far more faintly suggested in Berkeley’s discussion than the 
two steps mentioned is the argument in the opposite direction, 
that if we reject the substratum the qualities will on that account 
slide back into the mind as mere ideas. This thought, it is interest- 
ing to note, involves another use of the very principle that led 
Locke (and Stillingfleet) to postulate a substratum, namely that 
modes and accidents cannot subsist by themselves. It is by holding 
on to this principle while rejecting the substratum that Berkeley 
concludes that modes and accidents must subsist in a different 
sott of substance, namely a mind, and must therefore be ideas. 
But since, as we have seen, Locke could reject a substratum that 
was supplied to underlie all properties while retaining a material 


2t Bennett, op. cit., pp. 81-3. 
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substance identifiable with real essence, this argument has no 
force against his main position. 


5. Real essence and nominal essence 


Locke discusses the distinction between real essence and nom- 
inal essence at considerable length and in several places; he was 
obviously greatly concerned about it.?? Yet at first sight it seems 
straightforward and unproblematic. Locke’s favourite example is 
gold. The nominal essence of gold, he suggests, is a certain 
complex abstract idea which we associate with—or, as he puts it, 
‘to which we have annexed’—the name ‘gold’. This is the idea of 
a yellow, shining colour, great weight in proportion to size, 
malleability, fusibility, and so on—that is, the idea of something 
that has all the characteristics by the joint possession of which we 
recognize an object as being a piece of gold. Locke usually says 
that the nominal essence is such a complex abstract idea, and 
sometimes that it is an idea in our minds; but the narrow sense of 
‘idea’ which confines it to mental entities is of little importance 
here, and in so far as it makes a difference it is unfortunate. 

Locke’s main purpose would have been better served if he had 
identified the nominal essence rather with the set of characteristics 
of which the complex idea in question is the idea, saying that the 
nominal essence of, for example, gold is the set of defining 
characteristics of gold, the set of features such that recognizing 
that a thing has them all is both necessary and sufficient for classify- 
ing that thing as a piece of gold. This way of putting it still 
secures the point behind Locke’s talk about an idea, namely that 
these characteristics count as the nominal essence because we 
know them and use them as criteria of recognition, we associate 
the name ‘gold’ with the conjunction of them: it is a human 
mental operation that groups these characteristics and no others 
together and uses them in classification. By contrast the real 
essence of gold is the real internal constitution which all pieces of 
gold have, and on which all these defining characteristics in fact 
depend, but which we may well know little or nothing about, 
though we surmise that there is something of the sort. As I said, 
the distinction seems straightforward; but why was it important 
for Locke to insist upon it? 

22 VIN. iii; INI. vi; I. x; IV. vi. 4-9; IV. xii. 9. 
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He was, clearly, reacting against a scholastic (and ultimately 
Aristotelian or even Platonic) view of essences which he thought 
was not merely erroneous but seriously misleading, which had for 
centuries led thinkers to pursue wrong and fruitless methods of 
investigation and had made them ‘pretenders to a knowledge they 
had not’. This view, he thought, resulted from a failure to draw 
this distinction, a failure to see that for the most part it is nominal 
essences only that are known and that the knowledge of them 
yields (about substances) only trifling propositions. This scholastic 
view is the doctrine of substantial forms. Locke’s opponents 
thought that there was ‘a certain’—that is fixed, determinate— 
‘number of . . . essences, according to which all natural things are 
made and wherein they do exactly every one of them partake, and 
so become of this or that species’. They thought of these essences 
as ‘forms or moulds wherein all natural things that exist are cast’, 
each essence being fixed and unchangeable. They were, Locke 
says, ‘using the word essence for they know not what’, but they 
believed that in defining things and classifying them into genera 
and species they were, merely by processes of ratiocination and 
verbal disputation, arriving at knowledge of the true essential 
natures of things. But these procedures not only failed to lead to 
any knowledge, they were bulwarks of ignorance. ‘For if, accord- 
ing to the useless imagination of the Schools, anyone supposes 
the term go/d to stand for a species of things set out by nature by a 
teal essence belonging to it, it is evident he knows not what 
particular substances are of that species, and so cannot with 
certainty affirm anything universally of go/d.’** Locke contrasts 
this worthless method with the more rational opinion of ‘those 
who look on all natural things to have a real, but unknown, 
constitution of their insensible parts, from which flow those 
sensible qualities which serve us to distinguish them one from 
another’—that is, corpuscularian scientists like Boyle. Making 
Locke’s criticism of the scholastic view more explicit than he 
himself made it, we could say that the scholastic essences com- 
bined features that in fact belong separately to (Boylean) real 
essences and to nominal essences. The scholastic essences were 
like real essences in that they were supposed to be what make 
things to be as they are, what determine their readily detectable 
features and modes of operation and powers; but they were like 


3 JIT, viii, 2. 24 TV. vi. 8; cf IIL. iii. 17. 
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nominal] essences in that they formed a finite set of fixed, unchang- 
ing natures, all clearly marked off from one another, and discover- 
able merely by thinking—for since we make our nominal essences 
by abstracting and combining ideas, we can by reflection discover 
what we ate taking to be the nominal essence of, say, gold; we 
can ask ourselves, “Would we call something gold if it had such 
and such properties but lacked such and such others?’; we shall 
have only a finite number of such sortal terms, and shall presum- 
ably have made them so that each is kept apart from every other 
by having different and incompatible defining characteristics; and 
our complex abstract idea, or the corresponding set of character- 
istics, can of course remain fixed no matter how much physical 
things change. In Locke’s opinion, the failure to draw the distinc- 
tion between real and nominal essence gives rise to two main 
etrots, a belief that genuine, non-trifling, knowledge of the nature 
and necessary characteristics of things can be reached by scholastic 
procedures, and a belief that things naturally sort themselves out 
into separate species or natural kinds. The first of these is un- 
doubtedly an error, but the second is more controversial. Surely 
there really are natural kinds, for example chemical elements and 
compounds (as opposed to mixtures) such as gold, water, and 
common salt, and the various species of plants and animals. ‘There 
ate natural kinds because properties are not randomly and in- 
dependently distributed among things, but tend to cluster. We 
can say roughly that wherever we find some set of properties— 
those that could be used as a defining set for, say, cats—we also 
find many other properties common to the class of objects picked 
out by the first set, including a number of other sets of properties 
each of which would serve as an alternative defining set for that 
class, being distinctive of, as well as common to, cats. Admittedly 
this is only rough, because not all cats have all the properties that 
are in general typical of cats; but each natural kind is constituted 
by a clustering of properties which approximates to the descrip- 
tion given. Whether there are natural kinds in this sense is an 
empirical question: all that Locke could argue on logical grounds 
is that it would be a fallacy to infer from our handling of terms and 
their nominal essences that there must be natural kinds. But he 
goes further, arguing that species are not as clear cut as we 
commonly suppose, that intermediate forms can and do arise 
(sometimes, but not only, by crosses between species, of which he 
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reports some improbable stories).25 He also points out that super- 
ficial likenesses have led to materials being classed as belonging 
to one species which have later been found to have very different 
properties: ‘chemists especially are often, by sad experience, con- 
vinced of [this], when they, sometimes in vain, seek for the same 
qualities in one parcel of sulphur, antimony, or vitriol which they 
have found in others’. But he should have noted that when they 
encounter this sort of difficulty chemists go on to classify separa- 
tely the materials that they had initially taken to be of the same 
kind—perhaps what they had taken to be pure sulphur was a 
mixture of sulphur and something else. Locke sometimes goes too 
far in his denial of natural kinds, and other considerations force 
him to recognize them.?6 Indeed, as we shall see, the doctrine of 
real essences that do not coincide with nominal essences is im- 
plicitly a doctrine of natural kinds. His valid objection to the 
scholastic view is to its pretence to 4 priori knowledge. 


6. Essences of non-substances 


Locke distinguishes modes and relations from substances, and 
all of these from simple ideas.27 Modes ‘contain not in them the 
supposition of subsisting by themselves, but are considered as 
dependences on or affections of substances’. A shape, such as a 
triangle, is a ‘simple mode of space’; a duration, say a day, is a 
‘simple mode of time’; such words as ‘slide’, ‘roll’, ‘tumble’, 
‘creep’, and ‘skip’ stand for simple modes of motion; sensation, 
remembrance, reverie, and so on are simple modes of thinking; 
hope, anger, envy and the like are simple modes of pleasure and 
pain. Of great importance are mixed modes, ‘consisting of several 
combinations of simple ideas [that is, qualities] of different kinds’, 
such as gratitude, a murder, a reprieve, an ostracism, or a 
triumph. Ideas of relations arise from ‘the considering of one 


25 e.g, Til. vi. 12 mentions flying fish, cold-blooded aquatic birds, amphibians, 
seals and porpoises, mermaids, and intelligent beasts; ITI. vi. 23 says that women 
have conceived by drills (i.e. baboons), mares not only by asses but also by bulls, 
and that ‘I once saw a creature that was the issue of a cat and a rat’. Locke was 
telying on the notion of ‘the great chain of being’. He was not anticipating Darwin: 
it was not in the interests of an evolutionary theory that he denied the fixity and 
separateness of species. 

26 III, vi. 8; cf. III. x. 20. In IIL. iii. 13 and III. vi. 36-7 Locke admits that there 
are natural kinds. 

27 [I. xii, xiii, xiv, xviii, xix, xx, xxil. 
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thing with another which is extrinsical to it’, which can be done 
in indefinitely many ways. 

As all these have already been differentiated, it is natural for 
Locke, when he later distinguishes real and nominal essences, to 
ask whether this last distinction can be applied to things other 
than substances, to simple ideas, to modes, and, in particular, to 
mixed modes. His view is that though the distinction can be 
applied to all these, it is there of little importance, since in all 
these cases the real essence and the nominal essence coincide. 
The simple idea of whiteness is the nominal essence of whiteness— 
it is that to which the word ‘whiteness’ is annexed—but it is also 
the real essence of whiteness: there is nothing in this idea beyond 
what we are aware of and thus associate with the name. Equally a 
simple mode like sriangle or circle, being only a slightly complex 
idea of extension, consists precisely of those features by which we 
recognize something as a triangle or a circle, and it is from these 
fully known features that its further geometrical properties flow: 
being a plane closed figure with three straight sides is therefore 
the real as well as the nominal essence of a triangle. Again, a 
mixed mode, that is a complex abstract idea built up out of simple 
ideas of different sorts, such as the idea of murder, or incest, or of 
a procession, likewise consists of ideas of just those characteristics 
that we have arbitrarily put together in framing this complex idea: 


. .. these abstract #deas being the workmanship of the mind and not 
referred to the real existence of things, there is no supposition of 
anything more signified by that name, but barely that complex idea the 
mind itsclf has formed .. . and [this] is that on which all the properties 
of the species depend, and from which alone they all flow; and so in 
these the rea/ and nominal essence is the same . . .?8 


This difference between substances on the one hand and simple 
ideas and modes on the other has, Locke thinks, an important 
bearing on ‘the certain knowledge of general truth’. Demonstra- 
tive knowledge is possible (and has actually been achieved) in 
mathematics, including geometry, because the mathematician 
needs to consider only those constitutive properties of a circle or a 
rectangle which are included in his ideas of these figures: his 
resulting propositions are indeed true of real, objective things, 
but only in so far as these things agree with those archetypes in 


28 TIT. v. 14. 
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his mind.?9 And moral knowledge can similarly be achieved by 
demonstrations with regard to various mixed modes. ‘For the 
ideas that ethics are conversant about being all real essences, and 
such as I imagine have a discoverable connexion and agreement 
one with another: so far as we can find their habitudes and rela- 
tions, so far we shall be possessed of certain, real, and general 
truths . . .3° But with substances ‘. . . we are to take a quite 
contrary course, the want of ideas of their real essences sends us 
from our own thoughts to the things themselves as they exist. 
Experience here must teach me what teason cannot .. .” In other 
words, we simply have to observe what qualities and powers go 
along with what others. 

There is much here that can be disputed. Admittedly if we stick 
to the ideas in each case, there is no room for a real essence sepa- 
tate from the nominal essence. But the word ‘whiteness’, by 
Locke’s own account, refers to a power which has as its basis 
some atrangement and motion of the minute parts of the white 
surface: why should we not say that the real essence of whiteness 
is this basis, while the nominal essence, that to which we annex 
the word, is the power to produce in us the sensation of whiteness- 
as-we-see-it?3! Following this train of thought, we should say 
that it is only with the primary qualities that real essence and 
nominal essence coincide. Again, the word ‘suicide’, though 
clearly the name of a mixed mode, is used to refer not merely to 
the complex idea of someone’s killing of himself, or even to that 
combination of characteristics alone, but also to suicide as a con- 
crete performance, a kind of behaviour, a socio-psychological 
phenomenon which may well have much mote to it than is known 
automatically to everyone who uses the word correctly. Books are 
written about suicide, and they do not contain only analytic 
statements. Contrary to what Locke says, this idea is ‘referred to 
the real existence of things’, and there is the supposition of some- 
thing more signified by the name—something more than the 
complex idea. Locke could no doubt reply that if we thus separate 
real and nominal essences in the case of simple ideas of secondary 
qualities and mixed modes, we are in effect treating these as sub- 


29 TV. iv. 6. 

30 TV. xii. 8. C£. IV. iii. 18-20; IV. iv. 7-10, etc. 

31 Contrast III. viii. 1, where the ‘essence of whiteness’ (presumably both nominal 
and real) is said to be ‘a power to produce the idea of whiteness in one whose eyes 
can discover ordinary objects’. 


ESSENCES OF NON-SUBSTANCES g1 


stances, and so we are if the term ‘substance’ is used in a broad 
setise, to cover any (objective) reality with a nature of its own 
which is not exhausted by the features used in our method of 
recognizing it. But to say this would be to make analytic the 
thesis that in substances, and only in substances, are real and 
nominal essences separate: to be a substance in the broad sense 
ptoposed is just to have a real essence that is other than or goes 
beyond the nominal essence. And the words used to refer to sub- 
stances in this sense would include not only what Locke would 
ordinarily count as names of substances but also (in some uses) 
words and phrases that he would count as names of secondary 
qualities and mixed modes. 

However, a distinction could still be drawn between the two 
groups of terms. Suppose that we treated suicide, for example, as 
such a quasi-substance, a socio-psychological entity with more to 
it than we ordinarily know, and suppose further that we succeeded 
in finding a real essence for it, that is, that we had framed and 
confirmed some fairly unitary theory of how and why suicides 
occut—always, perhaps, as the reaction of a certain sort of tem- 
perament to a certain kind of social pressure. If we then raised 
what we should then regard as the counterfactual possibility that 
someone might kill himself in different circumstances and for 
different reasons, we should not say ‘But that wouldn’t be suicide’. 
We should speak about the possibility of there being further kinds 
and causes of suicide, not about the possibility of there being a 
sort of self-killing that was not suicide. But with genuine sub- 
stance-terms the case is different. If we have framed and confirmed 
a theory about the atomic structure of what we now recognize as 
gold, and then consider (regarding it still as counterfactual) the 
possibility that some material with a different atomic structure 
should mimic all the readily detectable properties and powers of 
gold, we are most likely to refer to this not as the possibility that 
there should be an additional kind of gold, but rather as the possi- 
bility that something which is not gold should be very like gold. 
In this respect there is a real difference between our handling of 
substance-terms and of the names of mixed modes even when they 
are treated as quasi-substances. Having extended not merely the 
distinction but also the separation, the non-coincidence, of real 
and nominal essences to such modes, we find that it is still to the 
nominal essence of a mixed mode like suicide that the name is 
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firmly and unshakably annexed, even when we ate considering 
counterfactual possibilities. But with substances the name is 
intended to be annexed not to the nominal but to the real essence. 
Hence when we consider a counterfactual possibility that splits 
the two apart, we let the name remain annexed to the real essence 
and be detached from the nominal essence. 

Locke emphasizes the difference between the way in which we 
use the names of substances and that in which we use those of 
mixed modes with an amusing story of how Adam might have 
invented the Hebrew words kinneah (jealousy), niouph (adultery), 
and zahab (gold).32 Adam thinks, wrongly as it turns out, that 
Lamech is troubled by suspicion of his wife’s adultery, and invents 
the words kinneah and niouph with which to discuss the problem. 
Though in fact there was no adultery, nor even any suspicion of it 
(Lamech had quite a different worry), these words remain annexed 
to the complex ideas which Adam thus arbitrarily put together. 
But when one of Adam’s children brings home a lump of gold 
and Adam names this substance yahab, he ‘acts quite differently 
from what he did before in forming those ideas of mixed modes .. . 
For there he put ideas together only by his own imagination, not 
taken from the existence of anything . . . the standard there was of 
his own making. But... here he has a standard made by nature... 
He takes care that his idea be conformable to this archetype, and 
intends the name should stand for an idea so conformable.’ So 
when he finds out more about this stuff, he adds the newly dis- 
covered qualities to the former idea, making them also part of the 
essence that the word yahab stands for. But this would commit 
him to saying that whatever qualities are ever in the future found 
in samples of the same stuff as this archetype must also form part 
of the essence of zahab, and hence that the idea of zahab that we 
have at any time (the nominal essence) will always be inadequate. 
It will also follow that different speakers will associate the word 
vahab with different nominal essences: ‘the names of substances 
would not only have (as in truth they have) but would also be 
supposed to have different significations as used by different men’. Locke 
thinks that it is in a vain attempt to avoid this that men have 
supposed, a real essence for every species, from which all its 
properties flow and ‘would have their name of the species stand 
for that’. 


52 TH, vi. 44-51. 
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This story is illuminating, but also a bit misleading. The key 
difference is not that with zahab Adam had a standard made by 
nature, but not with &inneah and niouph. He might have had stand- 
ards for these too made by nature: adultery and jealousy are not 
always imaginary. What matters is that for the meaning and use 
of Rinneah and niouph it makes no difference whether Adam had an 
objective standard or not, because with these on the one hand and 
zahab on the other his intentions were different. He intended zahab 
to stand for that stuff, whatever properties and constitution it may turn 
out to have; but he did not intend Ainneah to stand for the sort of 
trouble, whatever it may turn out to be, from which Lamech is suffering, 
nor niouph for whatever Adah has been up to lately. But of course 
Adam’s intentions about zahab would have been to some extent 
frustrated if his children had brought him samples of several 
different metals and he, failing to distinguish them, had given the 
name zahab to them all. The successful use of a substance-name 
rests on the contingent fact that either such mistakes have not 
occurred (or have been progressively corrected) or the differences 
of constitution are not too great; we can tolerate different isotopes 
of the same element. 


7. Locke’s anticipation of Kripke 


That we handle the names of substances in this way is rather 
embarrassing for Locke. He recognizes this tendency, but deplores 
it. He admits that we intend that such names should stand for real 
essences, but thinks that we cannot really achieve this, and that we 
ought to be content to let them stand only for nominal essences. 
In dealing with this problem Locke made, but set aside, a dis- 
covery about an ordinary use of language which has only recently 
(and independently) been made again by Saul Kripke.*? 

Locke thinks that we can annex words only to features with 
which we ate acquainted, so that the word ‘gold’, for example, 
can be associated only with the nominal essence, the set of charac- 
teristics which enable us to recognize as gold anything which 
possesses them. He sees, however, that the nominal essence of 
gold, and, in consequence, the meaning of ‘gold’, will differ from 
one speaker to another, and for the same speaker at different 


33 Saul Kripke, ‘Naming and Necessity’, in Semantics of Natural Language, ed. 
D. Davidson and G. Harman, pp. 253-355, esp. pp. 315-16 and 319-21. 
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times. Children may recognize gold simply by the shining yellow 
colour, and then this will be all that the word ‘gold’ signifies to 
them, so that in their language they rightly call parts of a pea- 
cock’s tail gold.*+ Others may include weight, malleability, fusi- 
bility; some will and some will not include solubility in agua regia, 
and so on. But then, it seems, different speakers talking to one 
another and all using this same word ‘gold’ will be talking at cross 
purposes. Locke half sees the solution to this problem, but repeat- 
edly draws back from it. He admits that ‘nature makes many par- 
ticular things, which do agree one with another in many sensible 
qualities, and probably too in their internal frame and constitution’ 
—that is, there are natural kinds. But, he hastens to add ‘. . . it is 
not this real essence that distinguishes them into species: it is men 
who . . . range them into sorts . . . according to their conformity to 
this or that abstract idea . . .”35 ‘But’, he says, ‘though these 
nominal essences of substances are made by the mind, they are not yet 
made so arbitrarily as those of mixed modes... the mind, in making 
its complex ideas of substances, only follows nature and puts none 
together which are not supposed to have a union in nature.’ And 
this is necessary for communication: ‘. . . if they will be under- 
stood when they speak of things really existing, men must in 
some degree conform their ideas to the things they would speak of; 
or else men’s language will be like that of Babel and every man’s 
words, being intelligible only to himself, would no longer serve 
to conversation and the ordinary affairs of life . . .73° That is, for 
communication men need a public language and must avoid 
talking at cross purposes, and the existence of natural kinds gives 
them the means to achieve this. Since there is a great cluster of 
properties that go together in gold, different speakers using 
different criteria of recognition may still pick out very largely the 
same things. A fairly well-marked-off denotation for the term 
‘gold’ makes up for the differences in connotation, and specimens 
from this denotation are what we rely upon in the teaching and 
learning of the use of the word. It does not matter that different 
speakers have different nominal essences so long as they are led 
by them to recognize as gold much the same set of parcels of 
material. 

But since this is how language flourishes, it is not surprising 


34 THT. vi. 31; IID. ix. 17. 35 TIL, vi. 36, 
36 TIT. vi. 28. 
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that people should intend their words to belong to the real 
essences tather than to the nominal essences which may well vary 
from speaker to speaker. Locke stresses this intention in two 
chapters which deal with the ‘imperfection’ and the ‘abuse’ of 
words.37 


... when a man says gold is malleable, he means and would insinuate some- 
thing more than this, that what I call gold is malleable (though truly it 
amounts to no more), but would have this understood, viz. that go/d, i.e. 
what has the real essence of gold, is malleable... It is true, the names of sub- 
stances would be much more useful . . . were the real essences of 
substances the /deas in our minds which those words signified .. . 
therefore the mind, to remove that imperfection as much as it can, 
makes them, by a secret supposition, to stand for a thing having that 


real essence ... there is scarce any body in the use of these words but 
often supposes each of those names to stand for a thing having the 
real essence ... Which is so far from diminishing the imperfection of 


our words that by a plain abuse it adds to it, when we would make 
them stand for something which, not being in our complex idea, the 
name we use can no ways be the sign of .. . though in that called go/d, 
one puts into his complex dea what another leaves out... yet men do 
not usually think that therefore the species is changed, because they 
secretly in their minds refer that name and suppose it annexed to a 
real immutable essence... But... by this tacit reference to the real 
essence the word go/d (which, by standing for a more or less perfect 
collection of simple ideas, serves to design that sort of body well enough 
in civil discourse) comes to have no signification at all, being put for 
somewhat whereof we have no dea at all, and so can signify nothing 
at all when the body itself is away . . . it will be found a quite different 
thing to argue about go/d in name and about a parcel of the body 
itself, v.g. a piece of /eaf-gold laid before us . . 38 


If, as Locke here admits, speakers commonly intend substance- 
names to refer to the real essences or internal constitutions, it will 
follow, as he also notes, that those using different criteria of 
recognition for some stuff will not be talking at cross purposes: 
the species is not thereby changed. But it is also a consequence of 


37 III, ix and x. These two fascinating chapters are omitted altogether from the 
abridgement of the Essay by A. S. Pringle-Pattison, ‘as containing nothing of 
philosophical importance that does not occur elsewhere in the Essay’, and the key 
passages for the present topic are very inadequately represented in other widely used 
abridgements. Similar but less explicit remarks do occur in II. xxxi. 6 and, as noted 
above, in III. vi. 44-51. But IIT. x. 17-20 are particularly well worth reading in full 
and with close attention. 

38 TIT. x. 17-19, 
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our using the word ‘gold’ with this intention that if we contem- 
plate the counterfactual possibility that something with this same 
internal constitution was (through some change in other things 
or in the laws of nature) not shining yellow in colour, not malle- 
able, not fusible, not soluble in aqua regia, and so on, and contem- 
plate it as counterfactual, we would express this by saying that go/d 
might not be yellow, etc., whereas if we contemplate the countet- 
factual possibility that something with a different internal con- 
stitution had all these features, we would say not that (some) gold 
might have a different internal constitution, but only that some- 
thing else might look and behave like gold. Kripke has argued 
just this, that if gold does in fact have atomic number 79, it is not 
possible that go/d should have a different atomic number, though 
it is possible that gold should lack the features by which we now 
recognize it, and that some other substance should have them.39 
The kind of possibility Kripke is speaking of is sharply distin- 
guished from epistemic possibility. It is of course epistemically 
possible that gold does not have atomic number 79: the physical 
chemists may be wrong. But our way of using substance-names 
like ‘gold’ is such that if we assume that gold in fact has atomic 
number 79—that is, the atomic structure indicated by that 
number—we shall describe the above-mentioned possibilities, 
considering them as counterfactual, in the ways described. Locke 
does not really give any evidence that we use substance-names in 
this way: he just asserts, rightly, that we do. Kripke has supplied 
a test which confirms that we do have the intention that Locke 
says we have, namely seeing how we handle these terms in relation 
to neutrally described possibilities while we consider them as 
counterfactual. If in these we keep the word ‘gold’ attached to the 
internal constitution and let it be separated from the present 
ctiteria of recognition, this is evidence that our intention even in 
ordinary circumstances is to ‘annex’ this word to that internal 
constitution. What we can call in Kripke’s theory the necessities 
of constitution are not epistemic, not a matter of a priori know- 
ledge, and not analytic; they do not arise from our having included 
‘having atomic number 79’ in the meaning of the term ‘gold’; yet 
they are in a remoter way based on the use of language. They 
atise from and reflect our intention of using a substance-name, 
say ‘gold’, to refer to the stuff with the internal constitution, 


39 Op. cit, 
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whatever it may be, of which what we recognize (using our 
various ordinary criteria) as pieces of gold are samples. 

Though Locke correctly reports this way of using substance- 
names, he disapproves of it. He thinks that though it would be 
advantageous to use such terms to refer to real essences if we 
knew them, if we had clear and adequate ideas of them in our 
minds, it is a mistake, an abuse of words, to try to do this when 
we lack these ideas: we cannot ‘remove that imperfection’ by 
merely intending to refer to an unknown real essence. Yet he sees 
that it has some point, in that it makes it possible for different 
speakers not to be at cross purposes even though they have 
different nominal essences in mind. Again, he thinks that this 
way of speaking is all right if we have a piece of gold actually in 
front of us to refer to: we can then meaningfully say ‘that stuff’. 
What he fails to see is that we can still do this meaningfully when 
we have no gold in front of us: we can introduce the stuff by way 
of the criteria of recognition, and yet annex the word by way of 
them to that stuff and not to those criteria. 

No doubt we could, alternatively, do what Locke thinks we 
ought to do, namely annex the word ‘gold’ to some nominal 
essence, that is, make ‘is gold’ simply mean, say, ‘is shining yellow, 
heavy, malleable, fusible, and soluble in agua regia’. Why don’t we? 
What are the relative merits of the alternative linguistic policies? 
Locke sees that our ordinary practice rests on the belief that there 
are natural kinds, that nature works regularly. But he fails to see 
that the complexities, the apparent failures, of this regularity give 
extra point to our ordinary practice. What a nuisance it would be 
if a discoloured piece of gold could not be called gold, or if a 
sufficiently convincing counterfeit diamond had to be called a 
diamond. Sorts of substance do have internal constitutions, the 
causal relationships between these and the more immediately 
detectable features and operations are complex, so that those we 
have been relying on can be upset, but in the end and for most 
purposes, practical and even commercial as well as scientific, it is 
the internal constitutions that matter far more than whatever we 
have so far used as criteria for recognition. We can hope to 
explain the complicated behaviour of things in changing circum- 
stances by reference to a constant internal constitution: the general 
concept of stuffs whose identity is given by that constitution is 
justified by its usefulness as a framework for detailed explanations. 
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Admittedly such justification in detail has come mainly since 
Locke’s time, by the progress of physics along lines about which 
Locke, as we shall see, was pessimistic. But even prior to such 
successes, even merely as a regulative ideal, this concept is useful. 
Though, as Locke insists, our superficial classifications may cut 
across initially unknown likenesses and differences of internal 
constitution, once we have the intention of tying substance-names 
to real essences we can gradually bring our classifications nearer 
to this ideal. Though such difficulties may initially ‘frustrate the 
expectation and labour of very wary chemists’, the chemists in 
time become still more wary and are no longer frustrated.*° 

On the other hand, the practice Locke recommends would go 
naturally with a phenomenalist metaphysics that made the super- 
ficial appearances of things ontologically primary. Again, it would 
go with a view which has been put forward by Popper, that a// 
physical properties are dispositional.“ For this would undermine 
the distinction between powers or dispositions and the internal 
constitution from which they arise, and so would leave us no 
reason for tying substance-names to the latter. It is the realism 
that rejects these views, and the practical usefulness and fruitful- 
ness of the notion of as yet unknown internal constitutions of 
things, that together establish the superiority of the practice 
which Locke recognizes but condemns to that which he recom- 
mends. And Kripke’s necessities of constitution are a con- 
sequence of that superior practice. 

In fact Locke is here once again subject to tension of the sort 
mentioned above.** His correct perception of how our language 
works pulls him in one direction, his belief that we can annex 
words only to features with which we are acquainted, that they 
become meaningless if they are not associated with clear and 
adequate ideas, pulls him in the other. I think there is more merit 
in the realism associated with Locke’s perception of the actual 
working of our language than in the extreme empiricism that has 
influenced many of his philosophical successors. 


40 TIT. vi. 8; cf. III. x. 20. Locke hints vaguely at this sort of progress in III. xi. 24: 
‘,.. we ate not always to rest in the ordinary complex idea commonly received as 
the signification of that word, but must go a little further and inquire into the nature 
and properties of the things themselves . . .” 

41S. Kornet (ed.), Observation and Interpretation in the Philosophy of Physics p. 70; 
K. R. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (Second English Edition), p. 425. 

42 Section 3 of this chapter, pp. 80-2 
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However, the distinction to which Locke rightly, though 
reluctantly, draws attention does not quite coincide with his 
division between substances on the one hand and modes and 
relations on the other. An artefact—for example, a table—is a 
substance, but the names of artefacts behave more like the names 
of mixed modes than like those of natural kinds. Artefact-names 
ate typically annexed to the performance of functions, and these 
ate fully determined by conscious human purposes. We determine 
everything that is essential to being a table, just as we determine 
evetything that is essential to being suicide or kinneah or niouph; 
we do not find out, bit by bit, and perhaps always incompletely, 
what is essential to being a table as we find out what is essential 
to being gold. On the other hand, some modes have hidden 
essential natures which we have to discover. Leibniz pointed out 
that even a geometrical figure, say a parabola, can be defined by 
some superficial features but will have initially hidden essential 
properties* (such as being the locus of points equidistant between 
the focus and the directrix). Still closer in use to the names of 
natural kinds which are substances are the names of processes 
like rusting. If our archetypes or typical specimens of rusting are 
in fact oxidation of iron, then if any process, however superficially 
like rusting it was, were not the oxidation of iron it would aot be 
rusting; that is, by Kripke’s test ‘rusting’ is intended to be annexed 
to the teal essence of the process, not to any nominal essence. 
But this does not hold for all names of natural kinds of process. 
‘Sleep’, I think, is annexed rather to its nominal essence: anything 
that had the symptoms by which we recognize sleep would be 
sleep, whatever its physiological basis, and if what in fact produces 
those symptoms had not produced them (if the relevant laws of 
nature had been different) it would not have been sleep. The 
names of diseases and ailments also seem to fall into two classes: 
‘malaria’ is annexed to its real essence, and probably was so 
annexed even before its real essence (the precise nature of the 
infection, the malarial parasite) was known, but ‘jaundice’ is 
annexed to a group of symptoms. ‘Measles’ and ‘schizophrenia’ 
are like ‘malaria’: though these illnesses are identified by sets of 
symptoms which pick out paradigm cases, these names are 
intended to refer not to the set of symptoms but to whatever 
underlying physical or mental condition commonly produces 


43 Leibniz, New Essays, commentary on III. x. 19. 
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those symptoms: this same condition would still be measles (or 
schizophrenia) even if for some reason it failed, in a particular 
patient, to produce the usual symptoms. Is it important that there 
are a measles virus and a malaria parasite, that is, that though 
these diseases are not substances, each is related to a sort of 
substance? I think not: there is no schizophrenia microbe. What 
such examples show is that it is not the difference between sub- 
stances and non-substances that matters here, in the sense of the 
distinction between items which are supposed to ‘subsist by 
themselves’ and items which are not, but rather the difference 
between cases where it is useful or fruitful to think and speak 
preferentially of a possibly unknown or inadequately known 
‘nature’ and cases whete it is more appropriate to concentrate 
attention on a syndrome, a collection of symptoms or superficially 
observable features. 


8. The possibility of explanatory science 


Locke displays a curious mixture of optimism and pessimism 
about the prospects of an explanatory science centred on real 
essences. He repeatedly says that real essences ate, in his time, 
unknown; he also sometimes suggests that this ignorance is incur- 
able. But he thinks that, if we did detect the internal constitutions 
of things, we could then infer @ priori the properties and powers 
to which they give rise. Our want of precise ideas of the primary 
qualities of the insensible corpuscles ‘keeps us in an incurable 
ignorance .. .’ But ‘if we could discover the figure, size, texture, 
and motion of the minute constituent parts of any two bodies, we 
should know without trial several of their operations one upon 
another, as we do now the properties of a square or a triangle. 
Did we know the mechanical affections of the particles of rhubarb, 
hemlock, opium, and a man... we should be able to tell beforehand 
that rhubarb will purge, hemlock kill, and opium make a man sleep: 
as well as a watchmaker can that a little piece of paper laid on the 
balance will keep the watch from going till it be removed... 
The dissolving of silver in agua fortis and gold in agua regia, and 
not vice versa, would be then perhaps no more difficult to know 
than it is to a smith to understand why the turning of one key 
will open a lock and not the turning of another.’ As it is, we can 
find out such operations only by trial, and ‘whether they will 


EXPLANATORY SCIENCE Io 


succeed again another time, we cannot be certain’. A posteriori 
knowledge is plagued by doubts about induction.44 We may be 
able to advance ‘useful and experimental philosophy in physical 
things’, but, Locke fears, ‘scientifical philosophy will still be out 
of our reach’.45 That is, we may be able empirically to learn of 
concomitances of features which will be of practical use; but we 
shall not achieve an explanatory science providing ‘certainty and 
demonstration’. But this is not because such an explanatory 
science is in principle impossible, but merely because of our 
contingent limitations, in particular our lack of ultra-microscopic 
eyes. However, Locke is inclined to take these limitations as 
decisive, and therefore although he adopts the corpuscularian 
theory in principle, he does not see physical science as centred 
upon it. As Yolton stresses, the kind of physical science in which 
Locke was most interested and for whose progress he had the 
strongest hopes was the careful observation and experimental 
discovery of coexistences of properties, not the detailed working- 
out of the corpuscular hypothesis.*¢ 

Looking back after nearly three centuries of scientific advance, 
we can easily see where Locke was mistaken about these issues. 
Chemists and physicists have achieved the sort of detailed know- 
ledge of microstructure of which Locke despaired, and they have 
achieved it not, in the main, by devising more powerful micro- 
scopes but by framing and testing detailed hypotheses, a method 
whose power and value Locke did not realize. In fact his philo- 
sophy of science in this respect failed to keep up with the science 
of his own time, let alone anticipate the future advances of physics: 
some of the contemporaries whom he knew and respected were 
beginning to use the hypothetico-deductive method in the sort of 
way that has been so fruitful, but Locke was still reacting so 
strongly against the deductive pseudo-science of ‘the Schools’ 
that he stressed rather the careful collection of directly observed 
facts—which of course was also a large part of the work of the 
scientists of the Royal Society. 

Locke’s pessimism, then, was unfounded; but was his optimism 
unfounded too? Was he wrong in his hypothetical claim that if 
we could detect microstructure we could base on it a priori, demon- 
strative, and certain knowledge of how things would interact, 


“ITV, iii. 25; IV. vi. 7-9. 45 TV. iii. 26. 
46 J. W. Yolton, Locke and the Compass of Human Understanding, esp. Chapter 2. 
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with medical as well as chemical applications? The currently 
orthodox view is, of course, that this is wrong, that the funda- 
mental laws of physical processes and interactions are not only 
synthetic but empirical, that it is a mistake to look for necessity 
or a priori knowability in the subject-matter of physics. But while 
I subscribe to this orthodoxy, I think it would be unfair to Locke 
to leave the issue there. After all, what he most clearly asserts in 
such passages as those I have quoted is that if we could detect 
microstructure our knowledge of the operations of materials on 
one another would be as a priori, as certain and demonstrative, as 
interpreted geometry and applied mechanics are. Now if the 
micro-operations had been purely mechanical, as the corpuscular 
hypothesis supposed, this would obviously have been correct. 
Even if the micro-operations include, for example, electro- 
magnetic interactions, the laws governing them may well be as 
‘intelligible’ as those of mechanics: what goes on may be built up 
largely of persistences, qualitative continuities, and such very 
simple relations as the cancelling-out of units of positive and 
negative charge. Locke was in principle right in not drawing a 
line between interpreted geometry and mechanics on the one hand 
and what we might call, in recognition of his ‘extravagant conjec- 
ture’,*” angelic chemistry and medicine on the other—that is, the 
conceivable but, he thought, to us contingently impossible 
sciences based on detailed knowledge of microstructure. Where 
he was wrong was in thinking all of these more intelligible than 
they are, and this is an error with respect to, say, Euclidean 
geometry that many of his successors have shared. A geometry 
can be made deductively watertight, so that its theorems follow 
by purely logical derivations from its axioms and definitions; but 
what is then logically true is not its theorems but its theorem- 
hypotheticals, that is, statements of the form ‘If (the conjunction 
of all the axioms and definitions) then (the theorem)’. But whether 
the axioms are true of the concrete empirical things that constitute 
the intended interpretation of the system—for example, straight 
lines as determined by light-paths in the absence of interfering 
bodies or by stretched strings or by coincidences of surfaces of 
rigid but movable bodies—is a purely empirical question, and the 
detivation of theorems from axioms ensures that theorems are 
true of the intended interpretation only on condition that the 
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axioms are so.*8 That is, interpreted geometry is at best empiric- 
ally true, not, as so many thinkers have supposed, @ priori or 
intelligible; it is in the same category as mechanics, whose empir- 
ical character has been generally recognized. A very charitable 
reading of IV. iv. 6 would allow us to ascribe the correct view of 
geometry to Locke himself: “The mathematician considers the... 
properties belonging to a rectangle or circle only as they are in 
idea in his own mind . . . real things are no further concerned ... 
than as things really agree to those archetypes in his mind’. If we 
take these ideas or archetypes not as spatial images but as abstract 
sets of features constituted by the axioms of some geometrical 
system, then what Locke says here gives a correct account of 
truth in geometry. But with a less charitable and more natural 
reading Locke’s mistake would still not have been, as is commonly 
thought, in failing to draw a line between geometry on the one 
hand and mechanics and even angelic chemistry and medicine on 
the other, but merely in supposing all of them together to be 
mote a priori than they are. 

Besides, while Locke suggests that it is only contingent limita- 
tions that prevent us from achieving rational, demonstrative 
knowledge of some of the operations and interactions of things, he 
also suggests that there are some areas in which such rational, 
demonstrative knowledge is (for us) unattainable in principle. 
One of his rare excursions into speculative physics is an ingenious 
tegress argument to show that we could never rationally explain 
the cohesion of all material bodies.4? The communication of 
motion by impulse, he maintains, is also incomprehensible, and it 
seems that this would remain an irreducible brute element no 
matter how much microstructure we could discover.5° Nor could 
we ever discover a necessary connection between our ideas of 
secondary qualities and the primary qualities of invisible material 
particles that immediately give rise to them: God has ‘annexed’ 
these effects to their causes, but there is no connection here that 
could ever be intelligible to us.54 


‘8 See, for example, E. Nagel, The Structure of Science, pp. 219-31 and my ‘Proof’, 
Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume, x\ (1966), pp. 23-38, esp. pp. 23-5. 

49 TI. xxiii, 23-4. 50 TI. xxiii. 28. 
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9. The essentiality of essences 


-So far we have been using the phrases ‘real essence’ and ‘nom- 
inal essence’ just as technical terms, as synonyms for ‘internal 
constitution on which a thing’s more readily detectable properties 
and powers depend’ and ‘set of criteria of recognition’. But is 
there any point in calling either of them an essence? In what sense 
are the properties thus referred to any more essential to the things 
than any other properties they happen to possess? Some feature 
is thought of as being essential if it is supposed to belong to the 
very being of the thing for which it is essential, without which it 
would not be that thing. But this is obscure and indeterminate 
until we have clarified the notion of being that thing. Essentiality is 
relative to identity. Identity divides into genetic identity (identity 
of kind) and numerical identity (identity of an individual). The 
identity of individuals, and the associated question of what is 
essential to an individual as such, will be considered in Chapter 5; 
for the present we can confine ourselves to what is essential to 
things as being of this or that kind. We should then expect the 
‘nominal essence’ of gold to be that without which a thing would 
not be called gold, while its ‘real essence’ would be that without 
which it would not really be gold. 

This makes it cleat in what sense the set of criteria of recogni- 
tion are the nominal essence. For any one speaker, whatever he 
uses as this set of criteria for gold will indeed be that the lack of 
which will prevent him from calling something gold. Yet this is 
not the whole of the relevant truth. In the public use of the 
language, we have the notion of things being called gold correctly 
ot incorrectly: our one speaker’s criteria may on some occasion 
have misled him. And to be correctly called gold is not even to be 
such as to be recognized as gold by the majority of the speakers 
of the language. In view of the Kripkean point discussed in 
Section 7, to be correctly called gold is to have whatever internal 
constitution the ordinary specimens of this stuff have in common: 
it is part of the meaning of such substance-names that they are 
intended to be annexed to internal constitutions. So that what 
Locke calls the real essence of gold in a way deserves the title of 
‘nominal essence’ rather better than does any set of criteria of 
recognition. These criteria would be strictly the nominal essence 
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only if the name were unshakeably annexed to them, as is the case 
with the names of mixed modes like suicide. 

In what sense is the internal constitution of gold that without 
which it would not really be gold? An internal constitution is not, 
of course, unchangeable: water can be divided into two gases, 
and radium will gradually change into lead: real essences have no 
necessity of continued existence. The most obvious sense of ‘it 
would not really be gold’ is the one already noted, ‘it would not 
be correctly called gold, in accordance with the notion of correct- 
ness embodied in our standard intended use of substance-names’. 
It is after all a linguistic fact which makes even a ‘real essence’ 
essential. But this dictum requires some qualification. Underlying 
and giving point to this linguistic practice is the non-linguistic 
fact that there are natural kinds, of which what we recognize as 
gold is one: there are, as we have noted, clusters of readily detect- 
able properties and powers; and the internal constitution is what 
causally gives rise to these: it is that without which there would 
not be this particular cluster of observable features. But the 
connections between the internal constitution and the observable 
features are, as we saw in Section 8, not even in principle quite as 
intelligible as Locke thought. 


10. Conclusion 


It seems, then, that much, though not all, of Locke’s view of 
substance and real essence and nominal essence can be defended. 
Rejecting the notion of a substratum underlying all properties 
and the logico-linguistic argument by which it is introduced, we 
can retain not only the objective reality of particular substances 
but also the reasonable postulation of internal constitutions and 
in particular of real essences of natural kinds including some 
modes as well as many, but not all, substances. These can, more- 
overt, play a bigger part than Locke thought both in the meaning 
of words and in science. He was too ready to confine physical 
science to ground-floor empirical observation of sequences and 
coexistences, and to restrict the meanings of words to sets of 
criteria of recognition. Science has achieved detailed knowledge 
of real essences by the use of the hypothetico-deductive method, 
and there is an important and valuable use of language by which 
words can be annexed by way of sets of criteria of recognition— 
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which need not be the same for different speakers—not to those 
sets of criteria themselves but to the underlying but initially 
unknown internal constitution. Yet it is to Locke’s credit that he 
recognized this use of language, though he disapproved of it, and 
that he stated a philosophical theory which left room for scientific 
advances that he did not himself expect. Whereas later philosophers 
have often condemned him for not being empirical enough, 
his main mistakes on these topics resulted from too simple and 
extreme an empiricism, from tying words and theories too closely 
to clear and adequate ideas that can be acquired in direct observa- 
tion, and this can be understood and partly excused as a reaction 
against the procedures of ‘the Schools’. 


4 
ABSTRACT IDEAS AND UNIVERSALS 


1. Locke’s basic account of abstraction 


Locke’s account of abstract general ideas was, like his account 
of substance, the target of one of Berkeley’s keenest attacks. But 
the passage which Berkeley used for his ‘killing blow’ is not that 
in which Locke gave his positive theory of abstraction: indeed 
one could never find it by looking through Locke’s chapter- and 
section-headings for references to generality or to abstract ideas.! 
It is buried in a chapter in which Locke is discussing the ‘Maxims’ 
which were believed to be innate principles on which our know- 
ledge is based, such tautologies or near tautologies as ‘Whatever 
is, is’ and ‘It is impossible for the same thing to be and not to be’. 
It is while arguing, rightly, that these are not the foundation of 
out knowledge that Locke stresses the extreme abstractness of 
their terms and the difficulty of the process of abstraction that 
would lie behind them. He is here, for this purpose, denigrating 
abstraction, and it is hardly to be expected that this passage would 
display fairly and adequately his own positive theory of abstrac- 
tion. It can indeed be interpreted in the light of that theory, but 
only after we have understood it as it is put forward more 
explicitly elsewhere. 

But one preliminary difficulty must be faced. The over-all 
subject of Book III, where most of what Locke says about abstrac- 
tion is to be found, is ‘Words’, and the general theory of language 
to which the account of abstract ideas is intended to contribute is 
that “The use... of words is to be sensible marks of ideas, and the 
ideas they stand for are their proper and immediate signification.” 
This view, that the meanings of words are to be found in ideas, 
would be almost universally rejected by contemporary philosophers 


! This is pointed out clearly and correctly by Aaron (John Locke, pp. 195-207), 
who also quotes from Berkeley’s Commonplace Book his decision “To bring the killing 
blow at the last e.g. in the matter of abstraction to bring Locke’s general triangle 
at the last’, It will be obvious that my discussion in this chapter owes a lot to 
Aaton’s treatment. Locke’s remark is in IV. vii. 9, and is quoted in Berkeley’s 
Principles, {ntroduction, § 13. See note 13 on p. 115 below, 

2TH, ii, x, 
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of language,? and it might be thought that Locke’s basic 
assumptions have by now been so thoroughly refuted that nothing 
that he has to say on these topics can deserve much attention. 
However, the ambiguity of the term ‘idea’ and the looseness with 
which Locke uses it are here something of an advantage. The 
thesis that would really be indefensible is that the meaning of 
every word or phrase is some mental image with which it is 
associated, but Locke does not as a rule write as if he believed this. 
As we saw when we were discussing nominal essences in Chapter 
3, although Locke says that the nominal essence to which a 
substance-name is annexed is our idea of a set of properties, it 
would serve most of his purposes at least as well if we identified 
the nominal essence with the set of properties: the point of speak- 
ing of the idea here is merely to insist that the properties with 
which a word is thus associated must be ones of which the speaker 
is fairly directly aware. We have, indeed, found reason to question 
the degree of empiricism which makes Locke unwilling to admit 
that words can be usefully annexed to reasonably postulated real 
essences, but his important theses have very little to do with any 
suggestion that words stand for or refer to mental images or that 
meanings are to be studied by an investigation of the imagery 
associated with words. Locke’s stress on ideas does exert some 
cramping influence on his discussion, as we shall see, but in 
general it amounts to little more than a quite appropriate require- 
ment that we should be able to sketch some intelligible account of 
the thought processes that underlie our use of words of various 
sorts. 

But what problem is the account of abstraction intended to 
solve? It is meant to explain how we are able to use general 
words—simple descriptive adjectives like ‘white’, names of simple 
modes like ‘triangle’, of mixed modes like ‘manslaughter’ or 
‘procession’, substance-names like ‘horse’ or ‘gold’ and still 
mote general ones like ‘animal’ and ‘metal’, and so on—and how 
we ate able to frame general statements about kinds of things and 
to reason with regard to them. Talk about abstract ideas and 
about the operations that produce them and ate performed on 
them is meant to describe the thinking that makes possible the 
use of words of these kinds. But although ‘words’ are the over-all 
subject of Book TI], ldnguage use is no longer the specific subject 
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of the discussions about abstraction: thought processes are now 
the specific subject, and the uses of language are only a symptom 
of that subject. The use of general signs—which need not 
be words, and are not, for example, in ‘men who through 
some defect in the organs want words’—is evidence that their 
users have ‘universal ideas’; it is because non-human animals 
do not use any general signs that Locke infers that they do not 
have universal ideas, and lack the faculty of abstracting that would 
produce them.* 

The thought processes in question are of several kinds. They 
include the recognition of things as being of certain sorts, shown 
in the application of general terms to things when those things 
ate present, and thinking about things, especially when they are 
absent. They make possible, and enter into, communication 
between people. But underlying this psychological problem of 
the capacity to generalize there is the traditional problem of 
universals: just what place does generality have in the world? 
This is a topic which I shall take up in the second half of this 
chapter. 

Generality is seen by Locke as a problem because while 
he recognizes that most words are general, he assumes that ‘all 
things that exist are only particulars’: where then can we find 
‘those general natures they are supposed to stand for’?5 General 
ideas are offered as a bridge between particular things and 
general words, and abstraction is suggested as what makes ideas 
general. 

Locke’s basic theory of abstraction and generality is stated thus: 


... the mind makes the particular zdeas received from particular objects 
to become general; which is done by considering them as they are in 
the mind such appearances, separate from all other existences and the 
circumstances of real existence, as time, place, or any other concomitant 
ideas. This is called ABSTRACTION, whereby édeas taken from par- 
ticular beings become general representatives of all of the same kind; 
and their names, general names, applicable fo whatever exists conform- 
able to such abstract ideas. Such precise, naked appearances in the mind, 
without considering how, whence, or with what others they came 
there, the understanding lays up (with names commonly annexed to 
them) as the standards to rank real existences into sorts, as they agree 
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with these patterns, and to denominate them accordingly. Thus the same 
colour being observed today in chalk or snow, which the mind yester- 
day received from milk, it considers that appearance alone, makes it a 
representative of all of that kind; and having given it the name 
whiteness, it by that sound signifies the same quality wheresoever to be 
imagined or met with; and thus universals, whether ideas or terms, are 
made. 


In other words, I see a white piece of paper at a particular time 
and place, and notice that it resembles in colour other pieces of 
paper, cups of milk, fields covered with snow, and so on; I pay 
attention to the feature in which it resembles these other things 
and pay no attention to the shape or size of the piece of paper or 
its surroundings or even to the time at which I see it; I remember 
this feature and associate the word ‘whiteness’ with it—and, what 
is really prior to this, though Locke does not mention it here, I 
associate the predicate expression ‘is white’ with the paper’s 
having of this feature—and I am thus ready to use the same word 
‘whiteness’ with respect to that same feature in any other things 
at any other places and times, and to apply this predicate expres- 
sion to them. This readiness to use these expressions about other 
cases can be described by saying that I take the whiteness I am 
seeing in this piece of paper, with which I initially associate the 
expressions, as a representative of the whitenesses of all other 
white things. It is thus that this idea, though it is, like everything 
else, ‘particular in its existence’, is ‘general in its signification’, 
and similarly the particular word ‘whiteness’ (or phrase ‘is white’) 
is general by being able to be applied to any of the various white 
things. The general nature of words and ideas is ‘nothing but the 
capacity they are put into, by the understanding, of signifying or 
representing many particulars . . . the signification they have is 
nothing but a relation that, by the mind of man, is added to them’.” 

That is, Locke uses a theory of selective attention, aided by 
resemblances and comparisons, to explain how we have some- 
thing in or before our minds with which we can distinctively 
associate a general expression, such as ‘whiteness’ or ‘is white’, 
and a theory of representation, of the capacity to signify many 
particulars, to explain in what way both what we have before our 
minds and the associated expressions are general or universal. 

It is curious that Locke does not notice that what is now called 
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the type/token distinction applies to words and phrases: there are 
many tokens of the one type ‘whiteness’ or ‘is white’. This would 
not in itself solve his present problem: the general significance of 
‘is white’ (for example, in ‘Anything that is white .. .”) is not 
ensured or explained by there being many tokens of this one type, 
since there can equally be many tokens of a type-word that refers 
only to one individual thing. The problem is, how can I reason 
generally about white things while using one or two tokens of the 
type- word ‘white’? But still the solution can be stated clearly only 
if this distinction is recognized: what Locke means to say is that a 
single token of ‘is white’ may represent or signify many particular 
white things, and that this signifying or representing consists in 
the fact that speakers of the language are prepared to apply to 
any appropriate particulars what they will recognize as other 
tokens of the same type as this one. 

We may well question whether ideas are as essential as Locke 
supposed for bridging the gap between the particularity of things 
and the generality of words; for his own account presupposes 
that things themselves have common—and therefore surely 
general—features. This issue will be taken up in Sections 6 to 9 
below. But whether they are or are not essential in a theory of 
meaning, there surely are thought processes underlying the use 
of general words, and as an account of those processes what 
Locke says seems unobjectionable and indeed at least broadly 
correct as far as it goes. It may be objected that it does not go 
far enough, that it takes for granted things that cry out for further 
analysis and explanation. It simply assumes that things resemble 
one another in various respects and that we can observe this, 
even when the two partially alike things are not present at once. 
But the traditional problem of universals arises when it is asked 
what it is for two things to resemble one another. This itself 
splits into two questions. T'wo things may resemble one another 
exactly in a certain respect—they may be, say, of just the same 
shade of red, or both perfectly spherical in shape—but things can 
also be described by the same adjective or referred to by the same 
common noun when they are not exactly alike in any respect in 
which they do not also exactly resemble many other things that 
are not so described. These two sorts of case constitute respec- 
tively what we may call the problem of exact universals and the 
problem of extended universals: some account is required of each, 
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and ptesumably different accounts for the two. Again, philoso- 
phers have wondered how we remember something, for example 
the snow we saw yesterday, in order to be able to compare it with 
the piece of paper we see today. But Locke takes all this for 
granted. Though he says that ‘general and universal belong not to 
the real existence of things; but are the inventions and creatures of the 
understanding’, and again that ‘the sorting of [things] under names 
is the workmanship of the understanding’, he states quite clearly that 
the mind has something real and natural to work from, namely the 
multitude of objective resemblances between things: the under- 
standing is ‘taking occasion, from the similitude it observes 
among [things]’.® 

Locke’s basic theory of abstraction, then, is that it consists in 
paying selective attention to one feature in a complex particular 
object of experience and ignoring the other features which are in 
fact occutring along with it, and in associating verbal expressions 
(or other signs) with the selected feature in such a way that one 
is ready to apply them to other objects that are like this one with 
respect to this one feature. 

However, this basic account applies most naturally to such 
single-quality terms as ‘white’ and the ideas that go with them. It 
requires some development if it is to cope with our use of such 
words as ‘triangle’, ‘manslaughter’, ‘horse’, ‘man’, ‘animal’, 
‘metal’, and to the ideas that go with these terms. 


2. Complex abstract ideas 


Locke says repeatedly that the mind can put together simple 
ideas in new ways and thus make complex ones: ‘In this faculty 
of repeating and joining together its ideas, the mind has great 
powers in varying and multiplying the objects of its thoughts, 
infinitely beyond what sensation ot reflection furnished it with’.? He 
constantly speaks about ideas as entities which can be compounded 
and decompounded, cut up, isolated, repeated, combined, re- 
arranged, and so on, and he seems to regard this way of describing 
mental operations as unproblematic. For example, ‘theft, which 
being the concealed change of the possession of anything, with- 
out the consent of the proprietor, contains, as is visible, a com- 
bination of several édeas of several kinds . . .’1° Thus we are led to 


8 UII. ii, 11, 13. 931. xii. 2. 10 TD, xii. 5. 


COMPLEX ABSTRACT [IDEAS 113 


imagine a set of instructions for framing the idea of, say, man- 
slaughter which might run something like this: 

Think of a human being—not a particular person, such as 
Plato or Queen Elizabeth, but a human being in general; you do 
this by cutting out and retaining your ideas of all those features 
in which all the human beings you know resemble one another, 
and throwing away your ideas of all the features in which they 
differ. Repeat the process, but so that you are now somehow think- 
ing of two human beings, not of the same one twice. Now think 
of being dead. Now think of causing. Now put all these ideas 
together so that you are thinking of one human being’s causing 
another human being’s being dead. You now have the idea of 
homicide. Add the following ideas as qualifications ... Now you 
have the idea of manslaughter. 

It is obvious that no such set of instructions can be followed 
literally, though Locke, when he is reifying ideas, writes as if he 
thought they could. But there is a perfectly real and familiar 
process of which they could count as a metaphorical descrip- 
tion, but which could be more literally described somewhat as 
follows, in terms of selective attention, the acquisition of 
capacities for recognizing, and the joint use of a number of such 
capacities: 

Having paid attention to the various features in which human 
beings you have met or learned about resemble one another, and 
especially to the sub-set of these in which they differ from non- 
humans, and having associated the term ‘human being’ with these 
features (or, through them, with a supposed internal constitution 
from which they arise) you know what it is for something to be a 
human being; you can recognize human beings as such pretty 
well, though perhaps not infallibly. Also, you can distinguish 
one human being from another, most easily if they are present at 
the same time in different places: you know what it is for there 
to be two of them. Somewhat similarly you know what it is for 
something to be dead, and again what it is for someone to bring 
something about. Since you could use all these capacities together, 
you know what it is for one human being to bring about another 
human being’s being dead, and you could check, though perhaps 
not conclusively, whether some sequence of events which you 
observe comes under this description. All this constitutes your 
having the idea of homicide. The addition, in the same general 


114 ABSTRACT IDEAS AND UNIVERSALS 


style, of suitable qualifications will give you the idea of man- 
slaughter. 

Of course Locke does not say this explicitly, and what he does 
say is closer to our previous set of instructions. But this second 
account is the one which would harmonize better with Locke’s 
basic account of abstraction in II.xi.9, and if we are fairly chari- 
table, but not absurdly so, we can read what he says about com- 
bining ideas to make complex abstract ideas as a metaphorical 
description of what is conveyed by our second account. 

Something along these lines is needed to explain the construc- 
tion of new ideas: but some complex ideas will be based more 
directly on experience. Wherever we encounter in experience 
complex objects and processes of the right sorts, we can pre- 
sumably have complex abstract ideas by employing selective 
attention (with varying degrees of selectiveness) alone. One 
degree of selection yields the idea of a human being, a further 
selection, based on comparisons between men, hotses, oysters, and 
so on yields the idea of an animal. To have the abstract general 
idea of a triangle is just to pay selective attention, in one observed 
triangle, to the set of features in which this figure resembles the 
various other figures that we would also call triangles, to re- 
member this set, to associate a word, say ‘triangle’, with it, and 
so to be ready to apply this word (that is, other tokens of this 
type-word) to other triangles. But this case differs from that of 
whiteness not only in that there is a set of features to be attended 
to, but also in that the relevant features call for checking against 
something like rules rather than for immediate qualitative recog- 
nition—they are that the figure has a closed boundary, made 
up of straight sides, and that there are just three of them. 
Other complex ideas are based on experience in a more subtle 
way. We learn the meaning of such terms as ‘intelligent’ from 
examples, and surely by some sort of selective attention, but not 
by learning rules that give necessary and sufficient conditions for 
intelligence. 

Interpreting Locke’s abstraction as selective attention would 
largely disarm Berkeley’s criticisms. In fact Berkeley concedes that 
we may abstract in this sense: 


And here it must be acknowledged, that a man may consider a figure 
merely as triangular, without attending to the particular qualities of 
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the angles, or relations of the sides. So far he may abstract: but this 
will never prove that he can frame an abstract general inconsistent idea 
of a triangle. In like manner we may consider Peter so far forth as man, 
or so far forth as animal, without framing the forementioned abstract 
idea, either of man or of animal, inasmuch as all that is perceived is 
not considered.1! 


But what, then, are the abstract ideas that Berkeley is rejecting? 
It is inconsistent ones such as that of a triangle that is ‘all and 
none of these [equilateral, scalene, etc.] at once’, or of a man who 
has some colour but no particular colour, some stature but no 
particular stature, and so on. But these are not inconsistent as 
objects of consideration. I can consider a man as having stature 
without there being any particular stature that I consider him as 
having, and likewise for colour.!* But if an idea had to be an 
image, then indeed this sort of abstractness would be impossible 
—though even images can have some degree of indeterminacy, as 
we shall note in Section 5 below. One could hardly have an image 
of a man with some colour but no particular colour, and one 
certainly could not have an image of a triangle that covered 
triangles of all possible proportions at once. Berkeley’s valid 
objection here is to any attempt to combine a theory of abstract 
general ideas with an interpretation of all ideas as images. But if we 
think of having an idea as what is indicated by our selective 
attention account, Berkeley’s objections dissolve. 

We can now interpret the remark about the abstract idea of a 
triangle which seemed to give Berkeley his killing blow.}3 But as 
it is highly compressed, we must take it step by step. Locke means 
that we start by observing (and in this sense having ideas of) 
several different particular triangles, some equilateral, some 
scalene, some isosceles, some right-angled and some not, and so 
on. These complete particular ideas are inconsistent with one 
another. We take from these inconsistent ideas the parts in which 


U Principles, Introduction, § 16. This remark was added in the Second Edition. 

12 Formally, ‘I consider a man and I consider that there is some stature such that 
the man has that stature’ does not entail ‘I consider a man and there is some stature 
such that I consider that the man has that stature.’ If Berkeley were arguing from 
the first to the second of these, he would be committing a fallacy similar to that 
which underlies Principles, § 23. Cf. Chapter 2, pp. 53-4 above. 

IV. vii. g: ‘... the general idea of a triangle . . . must be neither oblique nor 
rectangle, neither equilateral, equicrural, nor scalenon; but all and none of these at 
once ... it is something imperfect that cannot exist, an idea wherein some parts of 
several different and inconsistent ideas are put together.’ 
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they all agree and put these parts (which are not inconsistent but 
merely repetitive) together. Taken literally, this would mean the 
procedure of cutting up and recombining ideas. But taken meta- 
phorically, it just means selectively considering, and associating 
verbal expressions with, those features in which our different par- 
ticular triangles are alike. Now this idea is the idea of something 
imperfect that cannot exist; nothing can merely have three straight 
sides without those sides being either equal or unequal. It cannot 
exist because this is a necessarily incomplete description, but not 
because it would be inconsistent even as an object of considera- 
tion, as it would be if it had to be equilateral and isosceles and 
scalene. But then why is it ‘all and none of these at once’? Would 
not just ‘none of these’ have been more accurate? Yes, it would, 
and we must set down the ‘all ... at once’ as an unnecessary 
mistake: Locke was carried away in a dramatic exaggeration of 
the difficulties of abstraction. What he requires is merely that the 
abstract general idea should apply to or represent or signify all 
of these at once, and this it can do in two ways. By being an in- 
complete object of selective consideration, a set of features, it 
could actually apply to each of the mutually inconsistent particu- 
lars. And it could be that with which the word ‘triangle’ is asso- 
ciated in such a way that a speaker is ready to apply that word to 
any particular triangle. 

It is sometimes suggested that Locke had two or more different 
theories of abstraction and generality. Thus Aaron finds (at least) 
three ‘strands’ in his thought which can be summed up by saying 
that they respectively identify a universal with (i) a particular idea 
that is made to stand for all other particular ideas of the same sort, 
(ii) what remains when many qualities have been eliminated from 
a particular appearance, for example when we have eliminated 
from the idea of Peter every quality that he has but some other 
men do not, (iii) a character or group of characters shared by par- 
ticulars of the same sort.1* But Aaron admits that he has to go to 
Berkeley for an explicit statement of the first ‘strand’, which 
never appeats nakedly in the Essay, and even in the early draft 
which he quotes it is mixed up with what would count as strand 
(ii). I shall argue in Section 3 below that what Locke says about 
representation is not really an anticipation of Berkeley’s view. Nor 
ate strands (ii) and (iii) really distinguishable: eliminating Peter’s 

4R, I. Aaron, Jobs Locke, pp. 197-203. 
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distinctive characters will leave behind those characters which he 
shares with other men: the only contrast to be drawn here is 
between those common charactets as such and my idea of them 
in Peter. There could be a (largely verbal) dispute whether the 
title ‘universal’ is to be given to the characters themselves or to 
the idea of them that I have in and by selectively attending to 
them in Peter, but any complete theory of what is going on must 
recognize both the common characters and the selective attention 
or elimination by which I focus on them and so have something 
to which to annex the word ‘man’. 

Similarly Mabbott speaks of a ‘Sign Theory’ and a ‘Resemblance 
Theory’. In the Sign Theory a general idea is an abstracted patr- 
ticular idea—say, the whiteness of this sheet of paper—made to 
stand for all other particular white things, while in the Resem- 
blance Theory abstract general ideas ‘are the meanings of general 
terms’ and each of them is ‘the quality or group of qualities 
common to a class of particulars.’45 Mabbott admits that Locke 
is unaware of the difference between the two ‘theories’ and tends 
to run them together. But I think that Locke is right, that these 
are not rival theories but unavoidably complementary aspects of a 
single account. First, if Locke wete writing carefully he could 
not say that abstract general ideas are common qualities, but only 
that they are the ideas of common qualities. Secondly, any idea 
that I have of the qualities common to men is either the content 
of my selective attention in, say, Peter to the features in which he 
resembles James, John, and so on, or the result of my ‘com- 
bining’ of a number of such abstracted contents. The very 
passages which Mabbott quotes as presenting the Resemblance 
Theory insist that in framing a general idea men ‘make nothing 
new, but only leave out of the complex idea they had of Peter 
and, James, Mary and Jane, that which is peculiar to each, and 
retain only what is common to them all’.!© What is ‘retained’ is 
still ‘particular in its existence’, as the content of a particular 
experience, so Locke still needs the relation of representing or 
signifying to explain how this idea (as opposed to the correspond- 
ing quality) is general. Thus the Resemblance Theory would be 
incomplete, as an account of general ideas, without the Sign 
Theory. But equally the latter cannot even be stated without 
referring to resemblance, and the passage (from an early draft) 

15 J. D. Mabbott, John Locke, pp. 42-50. 16 TIT. iii. 7 and 8. 
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which Mabbott quotes as presenting it mentions as having been 
received from paper, lilies, and so on ‘the selfsame sort of ideas 
which perfectly agree with that ... received from milk’, and says 
that one idea ‘becomes as it were a representative of all particu- 
lars that agree with it? (my italics).17 The sign and resemblance 
‘theories’ are, then, complementary parts of one account: the sign 
relation explains how an idea which in itself is particular can yet 
be general, while resemblance both guides our selective attention 
(or elimination) and determines what other particular ideas one 
particular idea is taken to represent. 

It is true that Locke’s account of general ideas is not absolutely 
unitary, but this is mainly because there are different sorts of 
general ideas which call for somewhat different treatment— 
simple ideas like that of whiteness, simple modes like the idea of 
a triangle, mixed modes like the idea of theft, the varying degrees 
of generality in the ideas of man and animal, and so on. There is 
also at least one point of strain, the question how far generality 
is the work of the mind, which I shall discuss in Section 9 below. 
Also, while Locke is consistently realist about resemblances, he 
also speaks sometimes about common qualities, so that there is 
some uncertainty whether his theory of objective universals is a 
pure resemblance theory or a mixture of this with an Aristotelian 
doctrine of real universals in things as common characters. We 
could discount his references to common qualities as careless 
use of an ordinary way of speaking, and take it that his intended 
strict theory is one of resemblances only; but if, as I shall 
argue in Section 8, Aristotelian realism is a correct account of 
part of the subject, it will not be surprising if Locke made 
inadvertent concessions to it. However, any hesitancies that 
there may be in Locke’s theory of objective universals do not 
undermine the substantial unity of his account of abstract general 
ideas. 


3. Berkeley’s theory of generalization 


In criticizing Locke on abstraction, Berkeley makes two con- 
cessions. One is that we can separate and recombine in thought 
parts of things which ate in fact found already combined, but 


17 Essay, Draft C, quoted in Aaron, op. cit., p. 65. 


BERKELEY AND GENERALIZATION 119 


which could exist separately; we can consider an eye or a hand 
separated from the rest of the body, and we can imagine centaurs 
and men with two heads. The other is that already mentioned, 
that we can consider a figure merely as triangular, and Peter 
merely as a man or metely as an animal. This latter concession 
recognizes the principles of selective attention, but Berkeley does 
not develop this into anything like the account of complex 
abstract ideas that I have offered as a reinterpretation of Locke. 
Berkeley keeps more closely than Locke does to a view of ideas 
as images, and therefore has a more acute problem of explaining 
how we can reason generally while using ideas that are purely 
particular. He solves his problem by making much fuller use of 
Locke’s hint that an idea which is particular in its existence can 
be general in its signification by being set up as the representative 
of many particular things or ideas. Berkeley finds an illustration 
of this in the geometrical procedure (which goes back to Euclid 
and beyond) of proving a theorem with regard, say, to some par- 
ticular triangle ABC of which a diagram is drawn, but then 
taking the theorem to have been proved generally because no use 
was made in the proof of any of the peculiar features of this 
particular triangle ABC—the sizes of its angles, the absolute or 
relative lengths of its sides, and so on were not mentioned in the 
proof. This procedure is comparable to algebraic proofs using 
‘x’, ‘y’, etc. as variables which are taken to establish general 
truths about numbers, and again to the procedures formalized in 
modern logic under the title of natural deduction. This principle, 
that a particular idea of, say, a black straight line one inch long 
is made general by being used in a demonstration as a representa- 
tive of all straight lines, is credited to Berkeley by Hume, who 
looks upon it as ‘one of the greatest and most valuable discoveries 
that has been made of late years in the republic of letters’.18 Hume 
is right to credit this to Berkeley rather than to Locke, because 
although the hint is there in Locke, it is used differently by the 
two philosophers. In Locke, it is the idea of the whiteness, in, 
say, a particular piece of paper that is used to represent the white- 
ness of other pieces of paper, of quantities of milk or snow, and 
so on; that is, something already abstracted (by elimination or 
selective attention) from a concrete particular represents or sig- 
nifies other similar items. But in Berkeley it is the whole concrete 


18 Treatise, I. i. 7. 
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particular (idea) that represents other concrete particulars which 
ate in some respect of the same sort as it. The point of Berkeley’s 
treatment is that it shows how reasoning can be general although 
it has, as objects before the mind, only fully concrete particulars. 
The same is true of Hume’s elaboration of Berkeley’s view, in 
which an idea’s being general in its representation is explained in 
terms of customs and habits by which other equally particular 
ideas are called up. The Berkeley-Hume theory is a theory of 
generalization without abstraction. It would have been a teal 
alternative not, indeed, to a resemblance theory (for it too needs 
the notion of resemblances between particulars) but to the prin- 
ciple of elimination or omission which Aaron takes as the second 
strand in Locke’s thinking. 

What Berkeley and Hume thus draw attention to is an impor- 
tant class of reasoning procedures, but it has little to do with the 
meaningful use of general terms. In using, say, the word ‘man- 
slaughter’ one does not need to have before one’s mind a particular 
concrete homicide episode and to use this as a representative of 
other cases of manslaughter, being protected from wrongly 
ascribing to them whatever features are peculiar to this one by a 
tendency for other, different episodes to crowd into one’s mind if 
one embarks on such a wrong ascription. For most general terms 
we need something more like the account which I have offered as 
a reinterpretation of Locke, centring on the notions of selective 
attention and capacities for recognition. Similarly Locke is nearer 
to the truth in saying that the whiteness that I observe and attend 
to in this sheet of paper represents the whiteness of other things 
than Berkeley or Hume would be in saying that what does the 
representing is my whole idea of this particular sheet of paper, 
with its size, shape, texture and so on thrown in as well as its 
colour, and that what is represented is all other white things, not 
metely their whitenesses. In so far as the Berkeley-Hume theory 
uses the notion of representation to defend an image theory of 
mental contents and operations, to maintain that the mind works 
always by having fully concrete particular ideas before it, it is a 
step in the wrong direction. What is of value in it is the admission 
of customs, habits, tendencies, and so on with which it is forced 
to supplement the mere having of images. 

Berkeley criticizes a numbet of different kinds of alleged abstrac- 
tion. We cannot, he thinks, abstract a thing’s colour from its 
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extension, or its motion from the rest of what constitutes a 
moving thing. Nor can we abstract colour in general from red, 
blue, white, etc., nor motion in general from specific determinate 
motions. We cannot frame the idea of a man who has some colour 
and some stature, but no particular colour or stature, or of an 
animal that has no particular shape or covering or spontaneous 
motion. We cannot abstract unity or number from countable 
things.19 But though they are all different from one another, all 
these supposed kinds of abstraction have something in common: 
they would all conflict with the requirement that what is before 
the mind must be the idea of a complete concrete particular. But 
even this requirement, and the denial of all these kinds of abstrac- 
tion, would not justify the use to which Berkeley puts his 
criticism of abstraction in §5 of the Principles: ‘... can there 
be a nicer strain of abstraction than to distinguish the existence 
of sensible objects from their being perceived ...?’ Its being 
perceived is not part of the idea of any complete concrete partic- 
ular thing. And even if it were, Berkeley would have to with- 
draw the concession by which he allows selective attention if 
he were to make out, on this ground, a coherent case against 
the very conceivability of the extra-mental existence of sensible 
things. 


4. Abstract ideas of numbers 


What Locke says about ideas of numbers is best forgotten.?° 
But we cannot altogether ignore the topic, since it has seemed not 
only to Berkeley but also to more recent thinkers a fatal counter- 
example to Locke’s view of abstraction. ‘We say one book, one 
page, one line; all these are equally units, though some contain 
several of the others.’ The moral that Berkeley draws from this is 
that ‘the same thing bears a different denomination of number, as 
the mind views it with different respects . .. Number is so visibly 
relative, and dependent on men’s understanding, that it is strange 
to think how any one should give it an absolute existence without 
the mind.’24 However, there is no need to drag the mind into it. 
The object just is one book, and contains three hundred and three 
pages, and twelve thousand or so lines, whether anyone is 


19 Principles, Introduction, §§ 8-10, main text, §§ 13, 120. 
20 TT, xvi. 21 Principles, § 12. 
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considering it or not. What matters is that counting requires count- 
nouns, that an object does not have number as an isolated charac- 
ter, but only in that there are here so many books, so many pages, 
so many lines. Number as a feature of an objective situation is 
essentially tied to some other suitable predicate. We encounter 
numbers first as exact numerical quantifiers—for example, “There 
ate four sheep in that field.’?2 

This would be fatal to a view of all abstract general ideas as 
images. It would make no sense to speak of an image of three- 
ness, or of three, that is not three of anything—not even three 
dots or three strokes—and that is not the symbol ‘3’ (or ‘III’ or 
‘three’) either. But is it equally damaging to a view of abstraction 
as selective attention? It shows that we could not attend exc/a- 
sively to the feature of being three. We can note this feature only 
by taking some account also of some sort of thing that there are 
three of. But, first, this has no tendency to show that the selective 
attention account is wrong in those many other cases where 
obstacles of this kind do not arise. Secondly, we can compare 
cases whete there are three men, three books, three coins, and so 
on, and pick out and attend to what these have in common, namely 
there being three somethings in each case, and so use it as the 
feature with which the quantifier “There are three ...’ is associa- 
ted. It is true that in the most elementary kind of arithmetical 
reasoning we shall use determinate somethings, we shall calculate 
with pebbles or fingers or strokes on paper, but using them, as 
Berkeley says, as representatives of all other sets of countable 
things, making no use in our calculations of their peculiar pro- 
perties as pebbles or fingers or strokes. In any more advanced 
reasoning, as Berkeley also says, we shall simply use signs in 
accordance with rules, though this need not make pute mathe- 
matics quite so ‘jejune and trifling’ a pursuit as Berkeley thought 
it. Even in recognizing each of the common features of sets of 
same-numbered groups, as soon as we get beyond the number 
four or five, we shall have to use the procedure of counting, that 
is of correlating objects one-one with the words of some standard 

22 Cf, D. Bostock, Logic and Arithmetic—Natural Numbers pp. 4-6; G. Frege, 
review of Husserl’s Philosophie der Arithmetik, quoted in Philosophical Writings of 
Gottlob Frege, eds. P. Geach and M. Black, pp. 81-2. But Frege’s mockery of Huss- 
erl’s use of the notion of selective attention (op. cit., pp. 84-5) does not seem to me 


to affect what I say below. 
23 Principles, §§ 120-2. 
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sequence of numerals, ‘one, two, three ...’ It would be along 
these lines that we should have to explain in detail the meaning 
of number words as they are first introduced into language and 
what we can call our elementary ideas of numbers. This account 
will show some interesting differences from the accounts appro- 
ptiate for other kinds of general words. But none of this has any 
tendency to show that the notion of selective attention is out of 
place even here, let alone in other cases. This notion does not in 
itself provide a detailed theory of meaning. But neither does it 
make us look in the wrong direction for such a theory, as would 
the suggestion that the meanings of words are to be found in 
images. 


5. Lhe indeterminacy of images 


However unsatisfactory they are in other ways as possible 
referents for general terms, images seem to have one point in their 
favour: they can have the indeterminacy which seems to go along 
with generality. Locke and Berkeley both seem to have assumed 
that images are wholly determinate, and Hume insisted that if 
something ‘be absurd in fact and reality, it must also be absurd 
in idea’.** But this is not so. Even the most immediate, pictorial, 
content of experience can be, and commonly is, somewhat in- 
determinate. I can, as Bennett points out, see a face without 
noticing whether it is smiling or not, and I can correspondingly 
have an image of a face which is not the image of a smiling face 
nor yet the image of an unsmiling face.2> Whereas any real spotted 
dog will have some precise number of spots, not only can I 
think of a spotted dog but I can even have a visual image of a 
spotted dog without giving it any precise number of spots. We are 
tempted to say that experiential contents generally, including 
images, escape the law of excluded middle. But strictly speaking 
(as Bennett says) no thing escapes that law: experiential contents 
are not things. The truth is just that I can picture to myself a 
spotted dog without picturing one with fifty-three spots, or with 
any other precise number. 

This sort of indeterminacy is interesting in itself, and it is 
highly relevant to discussion of the ontological status of ideas and 


24 Treatise, 1. i. 7. 
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images and intentional objects in general.76 But it has nothing to 
do with our ability to use general terms or, consequently, with 
any important sense in which we can be said to have abstract 
ideas. Such indeterminacy is quite limited: Bennett (following 
Michael Tanner) suggests that it is restricted by the principle 
that one can omit from an image only such details as one could 
have failed to notice in a perception. But we have the general idea 
of an animal, which covers giraffes and earthworms and oysters, 
whereas no one could notice an animal while remaining com- 
pletely vague about whether it was an oyster or an earthworm of 
a giraffe. The generality of ideas can be far more extensive than the 
indeterminacy of images, and it is reasonable to suppose that it 
arises from a quite different source. 

To sum up, then: I have argued that Locke has a fairly unitary 
positive theory of abstraction and generality which is on the whole 
defensible and which certainly does not deserve Berkeley’s 
mockery. Its faults are one exaggerated remark, motivated by a 
special controversial purpose, in a passage that was plainly not 
designed to contribute to the theory of abstraction, and a habit 
of using literally expressions about separating and recombining 
ideas which can be defended only if taken metaphorically, but for 
which we can find a defensible literal replacement that harmonizes 
with Locke’s basic account. In so far as his theory needs improve- 
ment, the corrections will not move it in the direction of the 
Berkeley-Hume theory of generalization without abstraction, of 
the representative use of concrete particulars. The latter has a 
place in the theory of mathematical reasoning and logical proof by 
natural deduction, in which universal generalization can follow 
bits of reasoning with respect to specimens; but it does not con- 
tribute to the central account of our use of general terms and of 
the thought processes that underlie it. 

There is, however, one major problem outstanding. Locke, as I 
said in Section 1, assumes that things are particular, whereas most 
words ate general, and he sees general ideas as a bridge between 
the two. But his account of how ideas can be general could be de- 
veloped only on the assumption that things themselves contain 
some generality in the form of resemblances or common charac- 
teristics or both: and if things can be general in some such ways 


26 Cf, my What's really wrong with phenomenalism?, pp. 118-19, and ‘Problems of 
Intentionality’ in Phenomenology and Philosophical Understanding, ed. E. Pivcevic. 
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as these, it seetns that we shall no longer need general ideas as a 
bridge between them and the generality of words. Locke’s theory, 
coherently worked out, is in danger of making itself redundant. I 
want, therefore, to consider the traditional problem of universals, 
especially objective universals, and, in the light of some con- 
clusions about this, to come back to the question whether 
generality is in any important respects the work of the mind. 


6. Realism about universals 


The traditional controversy about univetsals is between the ad- 
herents of two kinds of realism, and those of conceptualism, 
nominalism, and the resemblance theory. It has, no doubt, been 
fostered partly by mistakes and confusions. For example, it is 
often assumed that the giving of names to individual persons and 
things, and the subsequent use of those proper names, are 
straightforward and immediately intelligible, and therefore that 
the use of general terms and abstract nouns could be made 
intelligible if we could find entities to which these are given and 
of which they are used much like proper names. But a great deal 
of recent discussion has shown that the use of proper names has 
its own puzzles and obscurities, and that in analysing it we may 
well have to take as our starting-point the use of general descrip- 
tive terms. If so, the explanation of these as a variety of proper 
names would be circular. Again, it has sometimes been thought 
that the very existence of abstract nouns like ‘whiteness’, ‘justice’, 
and ‘unity’ is evidence that there are entities of some sort of which 
these are the names, and that the problem of universals is simply 
the problem of locating and identifying these entities. But it is 
easy to show that the commonest sorts of sentence which super- 
ficially appear to be about, say, justice are only transformations 
of sentences about just decisions and the like, and when these 
nominalizing transformations are reversed the appearance of 
talk about an entity, justice, disappears. Also, in at least some 
places in Plato’s dialogues, the logical or metaphysical question 
of universals is mixed up with causal questions: his ‘Forms’ or 
‘Ideas’ are seen as supplying answers to such questions as ‘What 
makes equal things equal?’ where this is ambiguous between 
‘What (causally) brings it about that any two things are equal?’ 
and ‘What constitutes the being equal of any two equal things? To 
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what objective reality does our talk about equal things refer???” 
But it is clear that any answers that the Forms offer to causal 
questions are spurious: these questions must be investigated in a 
quite different, scientific way. It is, however, an equal, though 
contrary, error to suppose that realism in general about universals 
and Plato’s theory in particular arise simply from misunderstand- 
ings of the linguistic function of abstract nouns. The Greek 
language before Plato made little use of abstract nouns: many of 
them, including that of which ‘quality’ itself is a latinization, he 
coined for his own philosophical purposes, and in his earlier 
discussions the Forms were often introduced by odd circumlocu- 
tions.2® The philosophical theory on the whole precedes the 
linguistic phenomenon from which it is sometimes believed to 
have arisen. Realism about universals, then, can neither be estab- 
lished by an appeal to linguistic forms and uses nor be explained 
away as a misunderstanding of them, but must be considered on 
its own merits. 

The correct answer to the question ‘What, if anything, in the 
objective things underlies and justifies the use of general terms?’ 
may not be unitary. In Section 1 I distinguished the problems of 
exact and of extended universals, which may well require different 
solutions. But such distinctions have not usually been drawn, and 
various attempts have been made to give a unitary answer to our 
question. 

Plato’s Theory of Forms (or of ‘Ideas’, but this name is now 
misleading, since they ate not ideas in any mind) may be inter- 
preted as the thesis that there are self-subsistent universals, 
separate from and independent of the concrete particular things in 
space and time which copy them or approximate to them or strive 
after them or participate in them. The Forms exist in a super- 
sensible realm, and are known directly by minds without the aid or 
intervention of the senses; our souls, before being imprisoned in 
our bodies, knew the Forms and can regain a clear knowledge of 
them by a process of recollection, which may be stimulated by 
sensory observation of particulars that imitate the Forms in ques- 
tion, but which does not owe its positive content to anything 
sensory. 


27 Plato, Phaedo, 96-101. 
28 ¢.g. atré 76 Kadov (etc.) ‘the beautiful (etc.) itself’; +e xaAdv adrd xa? atréd 
‘something beautiful itself by itself’. 
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However, the Theory of Forms is much more than a theory of 
universals. It is also a theory of rational, particularly mathematical, 
knowledge, and since the Forms are ideal standards of value, it is 
the foundation of interrelated ethical, aesthetic, and political 
theories. The Forms are the homes of eternal truths, the ideal 
objects of rational science, and the standards of rational choice 
and artistic endeavour. It is these developments that have lent the 
theory most of its charm. As a theory of universals, as an expla- 
nation of how two or more things can be of the same sort, it is 
open to well-known and devastating criticisms, some of which 
were stated by Plato himself in his later dialogues and which were 
emphasized repeatedly by Aristotle.*9 It is uneconomical to pos- 
tulate a whole realm of supersensible entities. No coherent 
account can be given of how they are known or of how the know- 
ledge of them contributes to our ordinary knowledge of things 
that are perceived by the use of the senses. If the resemblance 
between two particular things in some respect is reduced to or 
needs to be explained by some relation that each of them has 
separately to some common Form, and this relation is itself 
wholly or partly one of resemblance (as such descriptions of the 
relation as ‘imitating’, ‘approximating to’, and so on suggest), 
will not this resemblance between particular and Form need, in 
turn, to be reduced to or explained by some similar relation to a 
second Form, and so on for ever? How large is the population of 
the world of Forms ?3° Is there a Form for every general term, as 
its role as a theory of universals would require, or are there 
Forms only for values and ideals and perfections? Is there, for 
evety kind of artefact, a Form to guide the artificer? If, as Plato 
suggests, there is the Form of the Bed, are there also, existing 
eternally in the Platonic heaven, the Forms of the Egg-beater, the 
Motor Car, and the Hypodermic Syringe? Conflicts break out 
between the requirements of the different tasks that the theory is 
supposed to perform. But the fundamental objection is that as a 
theory of universals the postulation of separate Forms is gratui- 
tous. Whatever it is, about the ordinary world of things existing 
in space and time and perceived by the senses, that encourages us 
to postulate this other world of Forms, must surely be in principle 


29 e.9, Metaphysics, 990b-992a, 1039a-b, 1078b—1080a. 
30 Plato, Parmenides, 130; Aristotle, Metaphysics, 990b, 8-17; W. D. Ross, Plato’s 
Theory of Ideas, Chapter 11. 
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intrinsically describable, and this description, whatever it is, will 
be the simple answer to our question about what underlies and 
justifies the use of general terms. It would be only if we were 
looking not for what constitutes, say, equality but for something 
like a causal explanation of equalities that it would make sense to 
postulate some related further entity. 

In fact, even on the logical side, this theory was first developed 
not as a theory of universals, not as an attempt to explain predi- 
cation, but rather as a way of dealing with various difficulties 
about predication, various kinds of case whete common nouns 
and adjectives do not quite fit. Forms are introduced where there 
ate comparative terms like ‘tall’ or ‘hot’, whete particulars are 
inexact or inadequate specimens of what they are said to be— 
geometrical examples are the most obvious, but moral and aesthetic 
terms also illustrate this sort of defect—where particulars 
appear variously—now beautiful, now ugly, right by one moral 
tule, wrong by another—and where initial evaluations are socially 
relative. Plato explicitly says this when in the Republic he is dis- 
cussing what studies ‘draw the soul towards being’—that is, 
towards the Forms. The mind is roused to reflection not by per- 
ceptions which are ‘judged adequately by sense’ but by those with 
regard to which ‘sense does nothing sound’. Each finger is quite 
satisfactorily a finger, so this fact does not excite thought, but 
the difficulties of deciding whether a finger which is between two 
others in length is large or small, and of deciding between sense- 
perceptions of the same thing as hard and as soft, and so on, do 
excite thought which leads ultimately to the Forms.3! Similarly 
in a later dialogue Socrates is made to express setious doubts 
about there being Forms for those kinds with respect to which 
‘the things are just as we see them’.>2 Admittedly, the single move 
of postulating a Form is not the right way of dealing with these 
various difficulties and complications about predication, but what I 
want to stress now is that the Theory would be even less plausible 
as a general account of universals. 

Criticism of a Platonic theory of separate Forms—wniversalia 
ante res—leads naturally to the Aristotelian variant of realism— 
universalia in rebus: universals exist only in particular things. The 
same character can be common to any number of individuals, but 
it exists only as a character of individuals. However, this thesis is 


31 Republic, 523-5. 32 Parmenides, 130. 
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ambiguous. It could be taken as an attempt to explain the like- 
nesses between things in terms of some other, supposedly more 
intelligible or familiar, kind of relation or situation, taking a 
common character or quality as an entity of some special sort 
which (without losing its identity) can be in many places at once, 
and at different times, and so can be literally in any number of 
distinct individuals. But no such explanation will work. There is 
no other, separately familiar sort of sharing or having in common 
which is sufficiently analogous to the having of characters in 
common to throw any light on this situation, and the notion of 
an identical thing being in many places at once is quite obscure 
unless it is itself elucidated in terms of the very sort of situation 
that it is here being used to explain. But there is another way of 
taking the thesis, not as an explanation but simply as a descrip- 
tion, merely inviting us to take note of the kind of situation that 
consists in things having common characters. It will be objected 
that on this interpretation the thesis is unexplanatory. And so it 
is. But we can explain why we have to put up with such a lack 
of explanation. Situations of this sort—things being of certain 
kinds, in such a way that other things are, or at least could be, of 
the same kinds—are indispensable in the data of any explanation, 
they will unavoidably be used as starting-points to explain any- 
thing at all. Consequently the general fact that there are situations 
of this sort cannot itself be explained without circularity. We 
cannot reduce this general pattern of existence to anything else. 
Another possible objection is that what the thesis presents as an 
objective sort of situation, things having a character in common, is 
a mere shadow of the linguistic phenomenon for which we are 
trying to find an objective basis: ‘Each of these things is white’ is 
either just another way of saying that we apply the descriptive 
predicate ‘white’ to each of these things, or a fiction produced by 
mistaking this linguistic form for an element of non-linguistic 
reality. But this objection, too, can be met. What the Aristotelian 
thesis claims is that this linguistic form of description is adequate 
of appropriate, that it mirrors in language fairly satisfactorily the 
way that things are—more appropriately, for instance, than such 
roughly equivalent expressions as “Each of these things partakes 
of whiteness’ or ‘Whiteness inheres in each of these things’. Of 
course, what the Aristotelian thesis claims may be wrong, but we 
cannot dismiss it either as empty ot as an obvious mislocation of a 
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linguistic truth. A third objection, one with which Locke was 
much concerned, is that the Aristotelian view wrongly suggests 
that for every general word there is some clear-cut natural feature 
or cluster of features, that nature supplies the separate moulds in 
which all things are made, so that there need be no indeterminacies 
and no arbitrarinesses in classification. This will be considered 
further in section 9, but we can admit at once that not all general 
words are attached to common qualities or clusters of common 
qualities; there are what I have called extended universals. But 
this admission leaves it possible that the Aristotelian account 
should hold for some cases, namely for all ‘exact’ universals, that 
is, wherever a number of things are exactly alike in some respect. 


7. Conceptualism and nominalism 


A pure conceptualism would be utterly implausible. Whatever 
account we give of general ideas or concepts, it cannot be that the 
whole explanation and justification of our applying the same 
general term to two or more things is that we bring these things 
into relation to some one concept or idea. To say this would be 
to say that classification is totally arbitrary, and this would be far 
more absurd than the extreme contrary view (which, as I have just 
said, we should also reject) that there need be no arbitrariness in 
classification at all. Of course there is something about two horses 
that makes it easier and more natural to classify them together 
than to relate, say, a grain of sand and a herd of elephants to some 
one idea. In fact conceptualism is never held in a pure form, but 
is always associated with some kind of resemblance theory. The 
particular things objectively resemble one another, perhaps in 
multifarious criss-crossing ways, and we classify things by con- 
centrating on some of these natural resemblances while neglecting 
others. Locke’s own theory seems to be mainly such a mixture 
of conceptualism with a resemblance theory. 

Conceptualism is initially attractive if we start by assuming 
that a universal must be a thing of some sort which somehow 
belongs to each of a set of particulars. Assuming this, but rejecting 
Platonic Forms as an extravagant speculation and rejecting as in- 
comprehensible a substantial interpretation of Aristotelian uni- 
versals as things multiply located in ordinary things, we may well 
feel that a concept is something satisfyingly familiar and yet plainly 
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multiply applicable. But this attraction is due mainly to ambigui- 
ties in the term ‘concept’. If it refers to some datable mental 
occurrence, some token-concept, then as Locke says this will be 
as patticular ‘in its existence’ as anything else. If it refers to the 
cotresponding type of mental occurrence, then while this will be 
universal it will be so in just the same way as any other type; the 
universality of the type concept-of-a-horse is neither more nor less 
acceptable and comprehensible than the type orse, and there is 
no way in which the former can be said to explain the latter: 
nothing is gained by the move from kinds of things to type- 
concepts. If the term ‘concept’ refers to what is conceived, what 
we may call the content of some act of conceiving, then this as a 
feature or cluster of features may indeed apply to many particu- 
lars, but to say this is just to say that the particulars may have 
characters in common: this is just the Aristotelian view over 
again, and once more nothing is gained by the introduction of the 
act of conceiving. Alternatively, if we think of this content not 
as the set of possibly objective features but as an intentional 
object, as something that exists only in and by being conceived, 
then this indeed may be universal in a distinctive way, it may be 
as Locke says general in its signification in that the conceiver 
may actually be ascribing a set of features to each of a number 
of things, or considering the possibility of their belonging to 
various things. But this sort of performance would be arbitrary 
and pointless unless there were also objective situations that 
exemplify the Aristotelian account. 

Pure nominalism would be as implausible as pure conceptua- 
lism, and for the same reasons. What is called nominalism is 
therefore nearly always mainly a resemblance theory. Logicians 
may indeed prefer to work with individuals and sets, taken purely 
extensionally, as being more reliably concrete and having clearer 
criteria of identity than any intensional entities like qualities or 
even tesemblances. If two terms have the same intension, and 
only then, they will have the same extensions in all possible 
worlds; so for many purposes extensions in possible worlds can 
be used instead of intensions. Methodological nominalism has 
some attractions. But such manoeuvres are plainly artificial: 
resemblances and/or common qualities, predicates and relations 
taken intensionally are what we obviously encounter in experience 
and what motivate our descriptive and classificatory procedures, 
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and it is only in terms of general features that we can describe 
possibilities and possible worlds. Ontological nominalism has no 
plausibility at all. 

There are hints, however, of ontological nominalism in Good- 
man’s discussion of ‘entrenched’ and ‘projectible’ predicates.33 
Introducing the predicate ‘grue’ as applying to all things examined 
before some time ¢ if and only if they are green and to all other 
things if and only if they are blue, Goodman first suggests that 
the inspection of any number of green emeralds before ¢ will (on 
the assumption that hypotheses are confirmed by observed 
instances) confirm the hypothesis that all emeralds are grue just 
as well as it confirms the hypothesis that all emeralds are green. 
Now we can concede that this and similar paradoxical construc- 
tions conclusively refute any purely syntactical theory of con- 
firmation. But the important further question is, what has to be 
added to a purely syntactical approach? What is it that makes 
‘All emeralds are green’ better confirmed than ‘All emeralds are 
grue’P The only answer that Goodman will allow is that ‘green’ 
is better ‘entrenched’ than ‘grue’, that is, basically, that it is ‘a 
veteran of earlier and many more projections’.3+ He refuses to 
allow that ‘green’ and ‘blue’ are purely qualitative whereas ‘grue’ 
and ‘bleen’ are not, arguing that ‘qualitativeness is an entirely 
relative matter’, since if we had started with ‘grue’ and ‘bleen’ 
we would have explained ‘green’ and ‘blue’ in terms of them and 
a temporal term.3> And his summing up is that ‘the line between 
valid and invalid predictions (or inductions or projections) is 
drawn upon the basis of how the world is and has been described 
and anticipated in words’. 

If this means only that we can demarcate acceptable from non- 
acceptable projections by reference to the linguistic establishment, 
it may well be true. But it would clearly provide no answer to the 
problem of justifying some projections as contrasted with others. 
At the very least, the justification of our now projecting predica- 
tions of ‘green’ rather than of ‘grue’ would have to be not merely 


33 N, Goodman, Fact, Fiction, and Forecast, chapters 3 and 4. 

34 Op. cit., p. 95. Goodman’s account allows for several complications, so that a 
predicate which is itself new and unfamiliar may derive entrenchment from other 
related predicates, but in the end his appeal is to actual habitual projections alone. 

35 Op. cit., p. 79. ‘Bleen’, of course, applies to all things examined before # if and 
only if they are blue and to all other things if and only if they are green. 

36 Op. cit., p. 117. 
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that we have done so in the past, but that we have done so success- 
fully; and this is not merely ‘a function of our linguistic practices’. 
But in any case it is just not true that qualitativeness is entirely 
relative to language. It seems to me undeniable that different 
things that are of the same shade of green are intrinsically alike in 
colour whereas grue things which are, and are not, examined 
before ¢ are not alike. (The extended universal, green, covering 
different shades, is a complication which we should not allow to 
divert us from what is here at issue: we shall consider such items 
later.) It is not possible to brush this aside as a prejudice arising 
merely from our present language, nor is it tied to language as 
such. Does anyone doubt that it would be considerably easier to 
train a non-verbal animal to respond consistently to same-shade- 
of-green things than to grue things? Or that a purely physical 
gteen-detector would be a simpler piece of machinery than a 
grue-detector? These are in the first place epistemological asym- 
metries between ‘green’ and ‘grue’. but they surely indicate an 
ontological difference, that the one term records intrinsic resem- 
blances where the other does not. And the same is true of ana- 
logues of ‘grue’ which avoid the use of an arbitrary temporal 
term. Presumably we can find some purely qualitative predicate 
‘P’ which is true of all emeralds that have so far been examined— 
‘P’ may be some disjunction of ordinary terms ‘A or Bor...’ 
Then we can define ‘grue,’ as ‘(P and green) or (not-P and blue)’.37 
Now ‘grue,’, like ‘green’ and unlike ‘grue’, is a qualitative term, 
and the hypothesis that all emeralds are (not green but) grue, is 
not altogether unworthy of consideration. Perhaps it is only their 
being P that has made the emeralds so far examined green. This 
is a real possibility to be examined seriously, not a purely arbitrary 
sceptical move; but it is still clear that grue,, though qualitative, 
is a mote complex predicate than green, and the hypothesis that 
all emeralds are green will have the usual advantages of simplicity 
over the hypothesis that they are grue, until there is some evi- 
dence that positively favours the latter. However, it is not my 
purpose at present to pursue the theory of confirmation, but 
merely to repeat that if there is ontological nominalism involved 
in Goodman’s discussion, it is still utterly implausible, and should 
not derive any credit from the valid points Goodman makes 
against a purely syntactic approach to confirmation. 


37 This variant was brought to my attention by Jonathan Adler. 
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Still, we can understand why nominalism is attractive. Words, 
like concepts, seem to offer a way out of difficulty for those who 
are looking for things that can be universal but who reject, with 
good reason, both Plato’s Forms and a substantial interpretation 
of Aristotelian universals. For words, like concepts, can be 
general in their signification; and not only type-words: a token- 
word too can be universal in that it is true of, and may in fact be 
applied to, indefinitely many particulars. Of course this is not so 
much an answer to our question as a reiteration of what is pre- 
supposed in it, but we can take it as a negative answer: words 
can be universal (in their signification) but nothing else is uni- 
versal at all. But what constitutes this signification? Surely the 
intentions (perhaps the standard, conventional, rule-enshrined 
intentions) of their users. Nominalism can hardly help slipping 
into conceptualism here. But, what is more serious, it is not by 
being related directly (by users’ intentions) to this, that, and the 
other individual that a general word is general in its signification. 
Anyone who uses the word ‘man’ uses it in a way different from 
that in which he uses the name ‘John’, no matter how many 
Johns he knows ot knows of. The general signification of a 
common noun is parasitic upon the facts that it is associated with 
what Locke calls a nominal essence, and that the characteristics 
that make up this essence can be repeatedly instantiated, or at the 
very least that there are resemblances upon which the word’s use 
somehow depends. Thus nominalism, like conceptualism, can 
supply entities that are in some sense universal only because the 
objective things obey either Aristotelian realism or the resem- 
blance theory. 

The main contenders, then, as basic accounts of objective uni- 
versals are Aristotelian realism on the one hand and a resemblance 
theory with nominalist and conceptualist trimmings on the other. 


8. The resemblance theory 


According to the resemblance theory, the fact on which our use 
of general terms ultimately rests is that there are objective simi- 
larities or resemblances between things. But this statement needs 
amplification: what we have are not just resemblances but resem- 
blances in certain respects. This seems, at first sight, to have the 
advantage of being more economical than the rival view: the 
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Aristotelian theory introduces a new, strange category of exis- 
tents—characteristics, qualities, or whatever they may be called— 
and so saddles itself with unnecessary problems about their criteria 
of identity, how they can be in many places at once, and so on. If 
the defender of the Aristotelian view protests that a universal is 
not a thing, that all that is meant is, say, that this and that parti- 
cular thing are both white in just the same way, that it is their 
being white that is multiply reproducible, and that no questions 
of numerical identity of characteristics arise, but only questions 
of generic identity, such as the question whether these two things 
are exactly alike in colour or not, then it may seem that the dis- 
agreement between the Aristotelian view and the resemblance 
theory is purely verbal, that it is just a dispute about preferred 
terminologies. One party likes to say that two things have a 
property in common, the other party likes to say that the two 
things resemble one another exactly in a certain respect, but since 
there ate no conceivable conditions in which one of these 
expressions would be appropriate but the other not, it would 
seem that once they are freed from misleading suggestions these 
turn out to be two different ways of saying exactly the same 
thing. 

But not quite. For if we adopt the resemblance theory we make 
the fundamental fact a relational one, one thing’s being like 
another in a certain respect, that is, a fact which presupposes the 
existence of at least two things. Yet surely just one thing, by 
itself, has characteristics or properties, and we can pick out its 
intrinsic properties as those which it (logically) would have 
whether or not there were any other things. In respect of these 
intrinsic properties, it is of this, that, and the other sort whether 
or not there are other things to form these ‘sorts’ with it. If each 
of two things has thus, by itself, a certain property, then it is a 
logical consequence that they will resemble each other in this 
respect. And two things cannot have the relation of exact resem- 
blance in a certain respect except as a logical consequence of each 
one’s having, on its own, a certain feature. What the Aristotelian 
view draws attention to, each thing’s having qualities on its own, 
its just being as it is in several ways, is indeed the fundamental 
reality. For every case of a thing’s having a certain quality or 
intrinsic property, we can think of possible worlds in which 
this situation survives without any corresponding relations of 
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resemblance, but we cannot think of possible worlds in which a 
relation of resemblance survives without any corresponding situ- 
ations of the thing-having-property form. As we havé seen, we can 
admit the charge that the Aristotelian account, thus interpreted, 
offers the problem itself as a solution, but maintain that it is right to 
do so. Any conceivable reductive analysis of this fundamental reality 
will fail through circularity: we shall have to postulate items of 
this thing-intrinsically-of-a-certain-sort form among the data of 
any explanation we attempt to give. 


9. Universals and the work of the mind 


If we ate right in thus preferring the Aristotelian account, we 
must conclude that Locke speaks misleadingly when he sets up his 
problem about abstract ideas and general terms by saying that ‘all 
things that exist are only particulars’.3® They are not only particu- 
lars; everything that exists has universal aspects as well. Each 
thing has that about it which something else could reproduce, 
something such that another individual could be exactly like it in 
this respect. Locke concedes that nature provides the similitudes 
of things; but he should have conceded mote than this, that it 
provides intrinsic but essentially reproducible features which 
underlie these similitudes. 

Yet we can largely agree with Locke’s claim that ‘the sorting of 
[things] under names is the workmanship of the understanding’ 3° 
Though, as Locke says, nature supplies the similitudes, it supplies 
far mote of them than we use: it is by the work of the mind that 
some resemblances and not others are recorded in language. There 
ate also, as Locke again admits, the clusterings of common 
features that constitute natural kinds; but these account for only 
a small part of the range of general terms. Even substance-terms 
often name artefacts and other things whose classification is deter- 
mined by their functions, and hence by their relation to human 
uses and purposes rather than by intrinsic properties—consider 
‘bed’, ‘hammer’, ‘container’, ‘drink’—while what Locke calls 
mixed modes are also plainly determined by human interests. 

Also, many general words refer to what I have called extended, 
rather than exact, universals. That is, many of our classifications 


38 JIT. iii. 6. 39 THI, iii. 13. 
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group together things that have no property or even conjunction 
of properties that is both common to them and distinctive of 
them as opposed to all other things. Even among colout-words 
we have no names for exact shades, and every ordinary colour- 
wotd like ‘red’ covers, in its standard use, many shades that have 
no qualities in common. Colours form a continuum in at least 
three dimensions, and the boundaries between named colours are 
somewhat variable and arbitrary. They are not indeed quite as 
arbitrary as is usually thought, and what human beings regularly 
perceive as varying degrees of resemblance between hues deter- 
mine at least a number of natural foci for colour-words; but even 
their naturalness is a matter of (nearly universal) human experience.*° 
(These considerations complicate the issue, raised by Goodman 
and discussed in Section 7 above, whether ‘green’ is a qualitative 
predicate or merely an ‘entrenched’ one, but they should not be 
allowed to obscure the fact that there are exact resemblances 
and objective common properties in comparison with which 
gtueness is an artificial construct.) With many other generai 
words also, their use is determined not by the possession of 
any distinctive common property or cluster of properties—even 
functional or relational ones—but by series of resemblances. As 
Mill says, 


. +» new objects are continually presenting themselves to [people] 
which they are called upon to class proprio motu. They . . . do this on 
no other principle than that of superficial similarity, giving to each 
new object the name of that familiar object, the idea of which it most 
readily recalls, or which . . . it seems to them most to resemble. In this 
manner names creep on from subject to subject, until all traces of a 
common meaning sometimes disappear .. . 


And Mill quotes from Bain the way the word ‘stone’ is ‘applied 
to mineral and rocky materials, to the kernels of fruit, to the 
accumulations in the gall-bladder and in the kidney; while it is 
refused to polished minerals (called gems), to rocks that have the 
cleavage suited for toofing (slates), and to baked clay (bricks)’.*! 
In all such cases what underlies the use of a general word is not 
an Aristotelian universal, an objective common property, but only 


40 Cf. B. Harrison, Form and Content, pp. 72-84, quoting B. Berlin and P. Kay, 


Basic Colour Terms. 
41 J. S. Mill, 4 System of Logic, Bk. I, Ch. 2, Sect. 5. 
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a network of resemblances and differences on the basis of which, 
in a way that is both complex and fairly arbitrary, we have formed 
concepts—habits of recognition and associated rules of naming. 
Also, as the example of colours shows, there are resemblances 
which we record as closer ot more remote, which are ultimate, not 
reducible to or explained by the presence of common qualities.42 
For extended universals, then, a blend of the resemblance theory 
with nominalism and conceptualism holds, and it is appropriate 
to speak as Locke does of the workmanship of the understand- 
ing. But recognition of this fact should not blind us to the com- 
plementary truth that Aristotelian realism, interpreted cautiously 
without any attempt to treat universals as things, gives a correct 
account of the more fundamental exact universals. The inescapable 
basic reality has the form of each thing’s being of a certain sort, 
or rather of several sorts, that is, its being in itself such that some- 
thing else could exactly resemble it in this or that respect. 

I conclude, then, that Locke was wrong in thinking that we 
need ideas to bridge a gap between the particularity of things and 
the generality of words. The basic explanation of how most words 
can be general in their signification is that things too are general 
as well as particular in that they have, intrinsically, repeatable 
features. But ideas, or the work of the mind, enter the account 
of general words in at least two important ways. First, there are, 
necessarily, mental processes involved in the annexing of words 
to the general features of things. It is quite appropriate for a 
philosopher to take some notice of them: this is not a reprehen- 
sible confusing of logic with psychology. The basic account 
which Locke gives of these processes, that they involve abstrac- 
tion in the sense of selective attention, is correct as far as it goes, 
and while his account of the further processes by which we con- 
struct complex ideas cannot be defended if taken literally, it is 
possible to sketch a defensible reinterpretation of this which 
would harmonize with his basic theory. Secondly, although the 
intrinsic generality of things is what ultimately makes possible the 
use of general words, it is not this but an independent tradition 
of thought and language use that determines which common 
features, which resemblances, and which complex networks of 
resemblances and differences have words annexed to them. In- 
deed, as we have already seen with regard to real essences in 


42 Cf. Hume, Treatise, I. i. 7, footnote (Selby-Bigge p. 637). 
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Chapter 3 and to numbers in Section 4 of this chapter, and as 
we shall see in Chapter 6 with regard to personal identity, Locke’s 
stress on ideas leads him to underestimate the complexity and 
indirectness of the ways in which the meanings of words are 
based on experiential elements. 


>) 
IDENTITY AND DIVERSITY 


1. Locke’s general theory of identity 


Locks sets out in Chapter xxvii of Book II to explain the ideas 
of identity and diversity. After sketching a general theory of 
identity he becomes interested in the controversial special topic of 
personal identity, and most of his chapter is devoted to this. I 
shall take up this special topic in Chapter 6; the subject of the 
present chapter is identity and diversity in general, which involve 
mote problems than Locke realized. 

Hume, as we shall see in Section 2, thought that the notion of 
identity is essentially connected with persistence through time. 
Locke, too, makes some remarks that would suggest this, but he 
also says firmly that at any one time any thing is ‘the same with 
itself’. His real view, then, seems to be that the identity and di- 
versity of things at any one time is unproblematic, and that it is 
only where things persist through time that identity becomes 
controversial enough to raise any issue or to require any detailed. 
account. At one time each thing will be in some one place, and no 
other thing of the same kind can be in that same place. But this 
is not as straightforward as Locke thought. In speaking of things 
of one kind, he meant particularly that no two bodies could be 
in the same place. Since ‘spirits’ were for him things of a different 
kind, this would not prevent a spirit from being in the same place 
as a body, but distinct from it. He does not explicitly consider 
whether a mind might be identical with a brain, though he raised 
something like this question in suggesting that matter may be able 
to think.2 Some modern philosophers, however, have argued ex- 
plicitly that minds are identical with brains, or sensations with 
brain processes, and have appealed to such analogies as the 
identity of a flash of lightning with an electrical discharge and of 
a gene with a DNA molecule. The question, ‘Is this in the same 
place as that?’ does not provide either a reliable or a readily usable 
criterion for deciding such issues. I shall examine this ‘identity 
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across kinds’ in Section 5 below. But I shall turn first to the 
questions that Locke found interesting: what are we saying when 
we claim that something which exists at a later time #, is identical 
with something which existed at an earlier time 4,, and how are 
we ever justified in saying this? 

Even this problem, Locke thought, is not really difficult once 
we realize—though he does not put it quite in this way—that 
identity is relative. The question to ask is always whether this is 
the same x as that, where ‘x’ is some sortal term, that is, some 
noun that indicates a kind of things that can be distinguished 
from one another as individuals and perhaps counted. We must 
ask about the same body, the same atom, the same tree, the same 
horse, the same man, the same person, and so on. The noun in 
question, the ‘x’, will determine what the relevant requirements 
for identity are: the requirements for the sameness of an atom are 
different from those for the sameness of a tree. On the other hand 
Locke is not saying that the word ‘same’ is merely ambiguous, or 
that it has as many different meanings as there are sortals: rather 
his suggestion is that the requirements for the same x are deter- 
mined systematically by the idea—whatever idea we have—of an 
x. Locke’s idea of an atom is of a continuous solid lump of 
matter, not physically divisible or deformable. So an atom which 
exists at ¢, is identical with one which existed at ¢, if and only if 
there is a spatio-temporally continuous history of a solid lump 
of matter of that shape joining the atom-occutrence at ¢, with that 
at ¢,. Locke’s idea of a mass or of a body is that of a collection of 
atoms in some spatial region, so a body which exists at #, will 
be the same body as one which existed at ¢, if and only if there is 
a continuous history of just that collection of atoms joining the 
two body-occurrences. The atoms in the body can be ‘ever so 
differently jumbled,’ and it will still be the same body, but if even 
one atom is lost or added, it will not be the same body. But what 
if one atom (or any number of atoms) is taken away and then that 
same atom (or that same set of atoms) is brought back and re- 
united with the remainder? Locke does not explicitly say whether 
it is the same body or not in this case, but I think that the consis- 
tent answer would be that it is not: there has not been a 
continuous history of a united collection of atoms joining the two 
body-occurrences. But since there has been a continuous history 
of a sometimes-scattered collection of atoms joining them, we 
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could say that we have the same atom-collection at 4, as at ¢,, Our 
idea of an organism, a plant or an animal, Locke says, is not that 
of a mere parcel of matter, but of a certain organization of parts 
which contribute to and partake of a common life. It is for this 
reason that something will still be the same oak tree even though 
great quantities of matter are added to it and taken away from 
it, when it grows from a seedling to a large tree and when its 
branches are lopped: there is a continuous history of an organized 
vegetable life linking the earlier and later oak-occurrences, 
although that life is constantly being communicated to new par- 
ticles of matter and withdrawn from others. Similarly, Locke 
suggests, our idea of an animal is that of something like a self- 
winding watch which keeps going while it is gradually being 
modified and repaired, and consequently we again have the same 
animal at ¢, as at ¢, if and only if there is a continuous animal life 
linking the two occurrences. And, Locke says, our idea of a man— 
though not of a person—is that of an animal of a certain sort, and 
the requirements for the same man are just like those for the 
same horse. 

Thus Locke’s general theory of identity through time is that 
x-occutrences at ¢, and at #, are occurrences of the same x if and 
only if there is a continuous x-history linking them. It is not, of 
course, important whether we accept his accounts of the ideas 
of an atom, a body, a plant, an animal, or a man; what matters 
is the thesis that if we use these ideas, then our requirements 
for the same atom, the same body, and so on will be determined 
accordingly. The sameness of a substance through time is con- 
stituted by the spatio-temporal continuity of a thing of the kind 
in question.3 

A test case would be the identity of an artefact, say that of the 
watch with which Locke compares an animal. To be a watch, it 
does not need to be going, or even able to go, so there is still a 
watch there even if one or two essential parts are removed: such 
removals and replacements will not break the continuous line of 
watch-occurtences, and so we shall still have the same watch. But 
what if the watch is taken completely to pieces and then re- 
assembled? We should be inclined to say that after re-assembly it is 
the same watch: but was there a watch at all when it was all in 
pieces? Was it a watch in pieces or only a complete set of pieces 
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of a watch? To sustain Locke’s thesis we must say the former, and 
perhaps we would. It is worth noting that we are more likely to 
call it a watch in pieces if we expect it later to be put together, and 
so, if it is actually put together again, we shall tend to say retro- 
spectively that it was a watch in pieces, so that there was a con- 
tinuous watch-history after all. But this is at least a borderline 
case, and there is some plausibility in the view that our require- 
ments for the same watch are not quite so strict as Locke’s general 
theory would suggest: we may be willing to speak of the same 
watch at ¢, as at ¢, even if there were times between /, and /, at 
which we would not say that there was a watch in this continuous 
line. 

Locke’s theory would enable him to deal neatly with an ancient 
ptoblem about identity.+ If a ship is continuously repaired over 
the years by the putting in of new planks, etc., until no single 
piece of the original ship remains, and all the discarded pieces are 
ultimately reassembled in the same order as at first, we have, 
eventually, two different ships: which, if either, of them is the 
same ship as the one with which we began? Let us call the one 
that has resulted from the constant repairs the seaman’s ship, and 
the one which has been put together out of the discarded pieces 
the antiquarian’s ship: indeed it is not likely to be anything more 
than a museum piece, whereas the other may still be seaworthy. 
Locke’s theory would lead us to say that the seaman’s ship is the 
same ship as the original one, since there is a continuous ship- 
history linking them, whereas the antiquatian’s ship is only 
the same collection of ship-components as the original, since 
what links them is a continuous history of what has for most of 
the time been a dispersed collection of ship-components, and 
such a dispersed collection is not a ship—particularly when 
throughout much of this time a large part of this collection has 
formed part of something else that was undeniably a sea-going 
ship. 

Locke’s attempt thus systematically to relate ‘the same x’ to 
the concept of an x does, however, lead to some difficulties. A 

‘ Hobbes, English Works, ed. Molesworth, vol. i, pp. 136-7. The example is from 
Plutarch’s Lives, ‘Life of Theseus’, where it is mentioned as having been discussed 
by the philosophers of Athens. Hobbes anticipates Locke’s thesis of relativity: ‘But 
we must consider by what name anything is called, when we inquire concerning the 
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daffodil bulb may divide spontaneously into two fairly equal 
parts: each of the two bulbs that exist at 4, is then linked by a 
continuous vegetable life to the one bulb that existed at ¢,; is each 
of the later bulbs therefore the same bulb as the original one? 
But then, since the two later ones ate clearly two, in different 
places, the relation ‘... is the same bulb as ...’ cannot be both 
symmetrical and transitive, it cannot obey the usual logic of 
identity. Can we say that the continuity of vegetable life is broken 
at the point of division, so that neither of the later bulbs is the 
same as the earlier one? Yet if just after the division one half had 
been destroyed, we should probably have been happy to say that 
the surviving half is the same bulb as the original, just as, if the 
division had been markedly unequal, we would happily say that 
the larger resulting bulb is the same as the original one. So where 
the bulb divides equally and both halves survive, it may seem in- 
consistent to say that neither is the same bulb as the original; but 
of course it would be arbitrary to say that one is and the other 
not, and yet to say that both are the same as the original would 
violate the logic of identity. 

This difficulty arises from a peculiarity in our ordinary concept 
of a persisting thing. When we think of a daffodil bulb, say, we are 
not thinking of a bulb-occurrence (or bulb-phase or bulb-time- 
slice), nor yet of a bulb-history. After the division, we clearly 
have two bulb-occurrences, and neither is identical with any 
earlier bulb-occurrence. Equally clearly we have one continuous 
though bifurcated bulb-history to which all the bulb-occurrences 
in question belong. There would be no problems about the logic 
of identity for either bulb-occurrences or bulb-histories. But there 
is a problem for us, just because we think of a persisting thing 
as neither a history nor an occurrence. In a straightforward case, 
where there is no division, we want to say that the whole bulb 
is present at ¢,, and that the same whole bulb is present at #,, 
even if it has grown or diminished in the interval. It is this that 
becomes awkward where there is an equal division. 

It is worth reflecting on the nature of this awkwardness. In a 
way, there is no doubt about what has happened: the whole his- 
tory of bulb division can be assumed to lie open to our view. (No 
doubt at any time there are details of which we are ignorant, and 
we could keep on learning more about the exact processes of cell- 
division and growth and so on; but we are reasonably confident 
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that no learning of additional details will substantially modify the 
puzzle with which we are confronted.) Our problem is how to fit 
the concepts and the logic of identity and persisting things on to 
this adequately known but recalcitrant material. We are deter- 
mined to say, after the division, where both halves survive, that 
these are two different bulbs. We want ‘.. . is the same bulb as...” 
to be symmettical and transitive. So we cannot say that both later 
bulbs are the same as the original one. We want to avoid an arbi- 
trary choice. So we cannot say that either of them is so. Yet we 
also want to accept a bulb that grows or diminishes as the same 
persisting thing, and it seems arbitrary to withhold this when half 
has split off but immediately perished. So, finally, we are left say- 
ing “This (the sole surviving half) is the same bulb as the original, 
but it would not have been so if the other half had survived’: the 
sameness in this branch of the bulb-history is not intrinsic, but is 
conditional on what happened in the other branch. This untidi- 
ness is not due to ignorance, but is an unavoidable result of the 
attempt to apply the concept of identity to a persisting but change- 
able thing. The concept of identity which Locke reports (or pro- 
poses) meets with no difficulty when it is applied to unchanging 
things like atoms or to mere united collections of atoms, but it 
encounters unexpected difficulties when it is extended, in a most 
natural way, to something whose unity is that of, say, a ‘vegetable 
life’. This lends some plausibility to Hume’s claim that identity 
is a fiction. 


2. Hume’s account of identity 


It is not quite clear whether Locke thinks that he is merely re- 
porting how we already handle the concepts of identity and diver- 
sity or would admit,that he is recommending an improved way of 
handling them. But in either case he is prepared to endorse what 
he describes, and hence to say that the old oak is the same plant 
as the sapling: it meets the requirements for the sameness of 
plants, which are different from, but just as respectable as, the 
requirements for the sameness of atoms. Hume, on the other hand, 
thinks that when we ascribe a continued existence and identity 
to a changing object we are not merely following different rules 
but are making some kind of mistake for which a psychological 
explanation is to be found. But he seems to think that the position 
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is even worse than this, that the very notion of identity rests on 
some confusion of thought. 

‘For’, he says, ‘in that proposition, am object is the same with itself, 
if the idea expressed by the word object were no ways distin- 
guished from that meant by /fse/f; we really should mean nothing, 
nor would the proposition contain a predicate and a subject. ... 
One single object conveys the idea of unity, not that of identity.’ 
But equally no multiplicity of objects can convey the idea of 
identity. Identity seems to be something in between unity and 
plurality; and yet there is nothing between them>. 

Hume therefore suggests that we should ‘have recourse to the 
idea of time or duration’. He suggests that the notion of identity 
arises only from that of a thing’s persistence through time. This 
is a different view from Locke’s, for although Locke says that we 
get the ideas of identity and diversity by comparing a thing with 
itself existing at another time, he also says that a thing at any one 
time zs the same with itself. As I have said in Section 1, Locke’s 
view is that identity is to be found in any thing at one time, but 
that this is trivial: the interesting cases are of identity through 
time. But Hume is here arguing that only in the persistence of a 
thing through time can we make room for identity as opposed to 
mere unity. Hume is here anticipating a problem of Wittgenstein’s: 
if identity is a relation, it must be between two things, and yet if 
it holds, there are not two things but only one. And Hume is 
appealing to a thing’s persistence through time as a solution of 
this paradox, as supplying something intermediate between unity 
and plurality. 

Yet Hume’s actual account is more involved than this. Time 
strictly considered, he says, consists in a succession of unlike 
items, so an unchanging thing is not in time. It is already a fic- 
tion, therefore, to ascribe temporal difference to earlier and later 
phases of an unchanging thing; we create this fiction by a transfer 
from coexisting things which do exhibit a succession of unlike 
items. The idea of identity, therefore, is that of ‘an object that 
remains invariable and uninterrupted through a supposed varia- 
tion of time’.6 But then by a further confusion we fail to dis- 
tinguish something which changes gradually, like the oak, from 
something that persists without changing, and ascribe identity also 
to the former. Besides, where there is a ‘common end ot purpose’, as 
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with the repaired ship, and where, as with plants and animals, 
there is a ‘sympathy of parts to their common end’, and reciprocal 
causal relations between them, we are the more willing to ascribe 
identity to changing things, and we more readily tolerate changes 
of a degree and kind that are usual in things of the sort in ques- 
tion.’ For Hume, then, identity is a nest of fictions. 

But his account is open to several objections. First, there is no 
reason why an unchanging thing should not quite genuinely be 
in, or persist through, time. Secondly, although Hume has rightly 
seen that there is a puzzle about how identity can as it were 
hover between unity and plurality, his solution is too narrow. The 
general form of an identity statement is “The X is (identical with) 
the Y’: there are two introductions, but what is being said is that 
what is thus twice introduced is just one thing. The identity 
statement will be true if and only if the two descriptions ‘the X’ 
and ‘the Y’ refer to one individual: but the identity is not, of 
course, ascribed to the two descriptions but to what they describe. 
Identity is unity: to be the same is to be ‘one and the same’: but 
it is truly asserted under the name of identity, that is as a relation 
that something has to itself, only when the one thing is intro- 
duced or considered twice. The identity statement will be trivial 
if the two description tokens are of the same type, if it has the 
form “The X is the X’ (unless, of course, they contain indexical 
terms, as in “This wire is the same as this wire’, with two different 
pointings). It will also be trivial if, though of different types, the 
two description tokens have the same sense. Consequently where 
an identity statement is true but non-trivial we have the following 
curious combination of elements. The identity, being that of a 
thing with itself, is always necessary; but it is contingent that it 
can be stated in this particular way; and the contingent truth that 
makes this possible is that there is just one individual to which 
the two senses or contextually differential uses of the two descrip- 
tions each uniquely apply. What Hume has offered is a particular 
case of this general solution of the puzzle, where the two senses 
include how something is at different times. And this is too 
narrow, because while we can say truly that the clock Smith 
bought ten years ago is (identical with) the clock Smith now has 
in his dining room, we can also say truly that the immediate suc- 
cessor of ninety-six is identical with the only prime number in the 
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nineties, where the two descriptions make no use of any time 
difference, and a telephone engineer, sorting out a number of 
lines, can truly say “This wire is the same as that wite’ (pointing to 
different parts of the same wire), where though there is a slight 
time difference, it is irrelevant. 

Thirdly, it may be objected that Hume should not have said 
that the identity we attribute to changing (or even interrupted) 
things is fictitious. We are not saying falsely of the oak tree that 
it has not grown, but rather saying truly that it has gone on grow- 
ing in the way an oak tree does. Even a watch that has been taken 
to pieces and reassembled with some new parts, or even (Hume’s 
example) a church that has fallen in ruins and been rebuilt with 
new materials, may actually have the kind and degree of identity 
that we ascribe to it. Has Hume not confused the use of relaxed 
criteria, and hence a less stringent concept of identity, with an 
etror or fiction? 

But this will not do. The concept of identity is not one which 
can be made more or less stringent; identity is an all-or-nothing 
affair. Where there is room for relaxation and indeterminacy is in 
the individual concept to which identity is applied. If we join two 
lengths of wire by twisting the ends together, do we have a wire 
ot do we still have two wites? We must decide what to say about 
this and we can decide either way. But what we say determines, 
with no nonsense, the correct answer to the question, ‘Is this the 
same wire as that?’ There cannot be a ‘this wire’ and a ‘that wire’ 
which are more or less the same. 

Can we do the same with a watch and a church? Clearly we can 
with a watch-history or a church-history. We can take as an 
individual church-history the whole sequence of churches built, 
ruined, and rebuilt in one village, and we may find it most natural 
to do so if, as in Hume’s example, there are never two churches in 
the village at one time, though even if there are sometimes two 
churches this need not destroy the unity of a church-history. And 
then, as with the wire, we can point somehow to different parts 
and say “This is the same church-history as that’. But a church is 
not what I am here calling a church-history. Our concept of a 
church, as of any other persisting thing, is that it is all there at 
once, at any time when it exists at all. At the very least we must 
say that it is a strange sort of individual which is all there at 7,, 
and (the same individual) all there also at ¢,, and yet which is very 
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different at these two times. Hume may be wrong in saying that in 
calling it the same thing we are (falsely) denying that it has 
changed; but there would be some plausibility in saying that this 
sort of thing, a persisting yet changing individual, is a sort of 
fiction, an incoherent mixture of features taken from the church 
(which is there all at once but which ceases to exist when there 
is any alteration) and the church-history, which can indeed be 
one and the same through change and even across interruptions 
(across times when there is no church) and across times when 
there are two churches at once. 

If we speak of the same church across times when there has 
been no church and times when there have been two, there is 
indeed a fiction: there is a clear conflict between the claim that 
some one church has persisted through ¢, and the admission that 
at ¢, there was no church or that there were two. But where at 
each relevant time there is just one church, though it changes 
qualitatively from one time to another, there is no outright con- 
flict. Nor is it fair to say that this is a strange sort of individual, 
since it is the sort of individual most familiar to all ordinary 
people: a persisting but changing thing is the ordinary, central 
example of a thing. Yet, reflecting on the case of the divided bulb, 
we could draw a distinction between thing-concepts which are 
such that their ordinary identity-conditions automatically ensure 
conformity to the logic of identity and those such that special 
clauses are needed to secure this conformity. The concept of a 
number is of the first sort, and so is that of an unchanging persist- 
ing thing, and even Locke’s concept of a body, that is, of a united 
collection of elements which do not change, though they may be 
rearranged. But (because organisms behave as they do) his—and 
our—concept of a living organism is of the second sort. The rela- 
tions between the bulb-phases at 4, and at #4, which ordinarily 
allow us to speak of one bulb can hold between one bulb-phase at 
#, and more than one bulb-phase at 4. So we can save the logic 
of identity only by writing in the special clause that (fairly) equal 
division, which can occur quite naturally, destroys a bulb if both 
parts survive. This is the element of truth in Hume’s view that the 
identity of changing things through time is a fiction. 

We can relate this to what I called Locke’s general theory of 
identity through time, that x-occurrences at ¢, and #, are occur- 
rences of the same x if and only if there is a continuous x-history 
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linking them. This definition entails that ‘. .. is the same x as...’ 
is symmetrical and transitive: but for some instantiations of ‘x’ it 
also allows that there should be two simultaneous x-occurrences 
of the same x, while for others it precludes it. A continuous 
organism-history allows this, whereas a continuous atom-history 
or atom-collection-history precludes it. Since we cannot allow two 
simultaneous (but spatially distinct) occurrences of the same x, 
this definition needs supplementation for such instantiations of 
‘x’ as ‘organism’ but not for such as ‘atom’ or ‘atom-collection’. 
We may say that the identity through time of xs of the latter sort, 
and also the identity of a thing at any one time, and of things 
that are not in time at all, is automatic, while the identity through 
time of xs of the former sort, such as organisms, is specially 
secured. 


3. Essences of individuals 


This account of identity should be related to a question which 
Locke discusses separately, whether an individual thing can be 
said to have an essence. In one place he says that nothing is essen- 
tial to individuals.* Any individual considered simply as such just 
has whatever properties it in fact has, and perhaps different and 
incompatible properties at different times, but no property that 
it has is any more essential to it than any other. It is only when 
we bring in species or classes that we can distinguish essential 
from non-essential properties. The properties which are essential 
to men as such are those which constitute the nominal essence of 
man, those whose lack or loss would stop us from classifying the 
individual as 2 man; non-essential properties are those which 
something may be without but still count as a man. But this con- 
cetns only nominal essence. Locke admits elsewhere that an indi- 
vidual will have an internal constitution, which is what he has 
recognized, following Boyle, as a real essence, and hence that this 
is properly called the essence of an individual: ‘... in this sense 
[the word ‘essence’ is still used when we speak of the essence of 
particular things, without giving them any name’.? But even in 
this sense Locke is reluctant to say that the essence belongs as 
such to an individual: ‘essence, even in this sense, re/ates to a sort, 
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and supposes a species’,1° and the reason he gives is that this 
internal constitution is called a (real) essence because it is the 
soutce of the properties which constitute the nominal essence of 
some species of thing, and in principle explains this conjunction 
of properties. The words ‘essence’ and ‘essential’ suggest to 
Locke inseparable features, and even what goes to make upa thing’s 
internal constitution is not inseparable from it considered only as 
an individual. It is inseparable from it only as a member of some 
species, in the sense that if the internal constitution were to 
change it would no longer be a thing of that sort. 

This hint about inseparability would suggest that the essence of 
an individual would be that without which it would not be the 
same individual—which means, that without which ## would not 
be there. But if Locke is right about the relativity of identity, ‘the 
same individual’ is vague and indeterminate; it is only when 
we put in some sortal noun, some species-term, that we get 
any precise issue. We must ask if there are properties without 
which something would not be the same body, the same man, 
and so on. Even in this sense, therefore, what is essential will 
relate to some species. Following Locke’s account of ‘the same 
x’ in terms of a continuous x-history, we should say that the 
essence of an individual x, that without which it would not 
be the same x, is just spatio-temporally continuous existence 
as an x. 

This answers the question ‘In what circumstances, by the retain- 
ing of what features, does an individual x continue to be the same 
x?’, But we can ask a further, counterfactual, question: “Among 
various untealized possibilities, what would and what would not 
count as occurrences of the same x as this actual one?’ What is 
thus counterfactually essential to an individual is whatever is 
such that if it had been lacking this individual would not have 
been there—or, briefly, that without which this would not have 
been there. 

Locke does not even ask this question; yet he inadvertently 
drops a hint that would lead to the answer. “That therefore that 
had one beginning’, he says, ‘is the same thing; and that which 
had a different beginning in time and place from that is not the 
same, but diverse.”!! This holds also, though Locke does not 
notice this, for counterfactual possibilities. If we consider the 
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possibility of something’s having had a different origin, a different 
beginning in time, from this sheet of paper, then even if it is the 
possibility of its also having been a sheet of paper, qualitatively 
indistinguishable from this one, and of its having come to be here 
at this time, this possibility. is one which, regarding it as un- 
realized, we describe as the possibility of a different sheet of 
paper’s being here. We do not describe it as the possibility of this 
sheet of paper’s having had a different origin. (The fact that if 
this possibility had been realized we should now be calling that 
other thing this piece of paper does not, of course, affect the 
present issue: the question is not about what we counterfactually 
would have called something, but about what we now call an 
element in some counterfactually possible situation, while regard- 
ing this possibility as counterfactual.) On the other hand, if we 
consider the possibility of something’s having had the same origin 
as this sheet of paper, but then having been sent to a different 
place, used for a different purpose, and having been destroyed, say 
burned, before now, we describe this as the possibility of this 
sheet of paper’s having had a different history. So what is counter- 
factually essential to this individual sheet of paper, what cannot 
be detached from it, even in counterfactually possible courses of 
events, if it is still to be referred to as ¢his individual, is, as Locke 
hints, its beginning in time and place. 

This is a thesis that has been put forward by Saul Kripke, par- 
ticularly with reference to named human individuals.1? Queen 
Elizabeth, he says, could not have had different parents from those 
she was in fact born of, whereas she might never have become a 
queen. It is epistemically possible that she was not in fact born 
of those whom we now believe to have been her parents; but 
given that she was born of them, she was necessarily born of 
them. Anyone not born of them, though she might have done 
everything that Queen Elizabeth has done since infancy, would 
not have been this woman. If we contemplate the possibility 
that there should now be, as Queen of England, a woman with 
different parents from those, whoever they may be, that produced 
the present queen, we describe this not as the possibility that this 
same woman, Queen Elizabeth, should have had a different origin, 
but as the possibility that a different woman should have become 
queen, even if we suppose her to have been substituted for the 
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present queen as a baby, and to have had exactly the same career 
from infancy as the present queen. 

This Kripkean thesis holds for non-human as well as for human 
individuals, whether named or not. These necessities of origin, 
contrasted with contingencies of development, provide a counter- 
factual essence for individuals, over and above what is essential to 
an individual as a member of a species, as an x, and telatedly, 
what is essential for its continuing to be the same x. Necessities 
of origin yield counterfactual essences for individuals just as 
necessities of constitution yield, as we saw in Chapter 3, counter- 
factual essences for stuffs like gold. 

We should, however, stop to consider the metaphysical status 
of these necessities and essentialities. They are non-epistemic, and 
Kripke speaks of de re necessity. This might suggest that they 
constitute something objectively necessary. But in fact they reside 
only in our ways of thinking and speaking. But although Kripke 
is much concerned with the use of proper names, it is not pri- 
marily or exclusively their use that matters. The origin of this 
sheet of paper is what is essential to there being the same sheet in 
various counterfactual possibilities, and her origin is counter- 
factually essential to Queen Elizabeth because without it there 
would not have been this same woman. The use of names depends 
upon the concept of the same individual, not vice versa. These 
necessities rest upon how we handle identity in relation to possi- 
bilities, especially unfulfilled possibilities. 

As Kripke says, we have a characteristic way of stipulating 
counterfactual possibilities for this very individual. ‘One is given 

.. a previous history of the world up to a certain time, and 
from that time it diverges considerably from the actual course.’!4 
The possibilities that we consider with respect to individuals are 
such divergences, and when we consider them we secure 
the identity of things and persons through the transition from 
the actual to the merely possible by the same continuities 
that, as Locke says, ordinarily secure such identity in the actual 
world. 

It is worth noting just what we do here, and inquiring why 
we do it. Let us take as an example some man, say Nixon—we 
shall be concerned only with him as the same man, the require- 
ments for which are, as Locke says, just like those for the same 
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animal; the special problems of personal identity will not arise. We 
have a picture like that of Diagram (i). 

i) iy. 
h 


‘eoce 
Soe eeen,, we? 
Peecs 


Diagram (i) 

The actual career of Nixon is shown by the continuous line 
from #, to 4;. The dotted line diverging from it represents things 
that Nixon might have done and experienced from 4, onwards, 
including surviving after 4, to ¢,. This is a possible career for 
Nixon because in this possible course of events there is a con- 
tinuous man-history joining the Nixon-occurrences from /, to 4, 
to the contemplated man-occurrences from #, to 4, just as in the 
actual course of events the Nixon-occurrences from /, to /, are 
joined to those from ¢, to 4. 


h 


t 


Seaeeencscete Metseeeees 
Diagram (ii) 

But this diagram suggests another—Diagram (ii). That is, we 
might consider possibilities which converge with actuality in- 
stead of diverging from it, or, what comes to the same thing, ones 
that diverge from actuality as we go backwards in time. Hete we 
contemplate a possible man who is conceived at 4), not at 4, 
whose career from 4 to ¢, is different from that of the actual 
Nixon, but whose actions and experiences from 4, to /, ate 
exactly like those of the actual Nixon. To make this case as sym- 
metrical as possible with that of Diagram (i), suppose that this 
possible man’s likeness to the actual Nixon from #4, to #, goes 
right down to the arrangement of all the molecules in his body. 
Even so Kripke would say that this would not be Nixon, it 
would not be the same man. Even if the actual and possible 
cateers from /, to 4, were exactly alike, we should put in a dotted 
line beside the firm one; our possible man never becomes Nixon, 
so his career was not the possibility of Nixon’s having had a 
different origin. But though Kripke is, I think, right about our 
actual way of describing these possibilities, it is clear that there 
is an alternative, more liberal, view which would allow identity 
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to be preserved in backward as well as in forward divergences 
from the actual, letting us say that the man in Diagram (ii) is 
Nixon. There is also a third, less liberal, view, that even forward 
divergences destroy identity. This is what Leibniz held.!* Though 
God might have made a man who had the 4,-4,-¢, career of Dia- 
gram (i), this man would not have been Nixon: this possibility 
is not correctly described by saying that Nixon might have done 
something other than he did after 4,, so in this diagram also we 
need a dotted line running alongside the firm one from /, to /,. 
Thus our actual way of handling identity in relation to counter- 
factual possibilities, as correctly reported by Kripke, is inter- 
mediate between a more liberal view which preserves identity in 
counterfactually possible divergences both backwards and for- 
wards and the Leibnizian view which denies identity in either case. 

Tt is clear that we do not take the Leibnizian view, since we 
entertain the possibility that this very man might have done 
other than he did. If we believe in free will we think that some 
such actions are causally possible, but even if we are determinists 
we say that while it was not causally possible it was conceivable 
that this man should have done otherwise, without prejudice to 
his identity. 

It is not quite so clear that we reject the more liberal view, 
that we should say confidently about the ¢,-¢,-t, possibility in 
Diagram (ii) ‘But that man would not be Nixon’. The truth is 
tather that we do not normally consider that sort of possibility. 
And this is not altogether surprising. It is not easy to see how 
men with the different earlier careers, ¢,-4, and f)-t,, could have 
exactly the same memories or quasi-memories after 4,, or even 
how the same later pattern of molecular arrangements could 
causally follow either of two different antecedent sequences. Con- 
vergent causal processes are harder even for an indeterminist to 
accept than divergent ones. And this, I think, is the clue to an 
explanation of why we think and speak in the way that Kripke 
describes, that is, in a way that generates the necessities of origin 
and the counterfactual essences of individuals. 

Let us consider a sort of diagram that has been used by Prior, 
von Wright, and Lucas.45 In this small circles represent actual or 


14 “Essais de théodicée’ in Die Philosophischen Schriften, ed. Gerhardt, vol. vi. p. 363. 
4 A. N. Prior, Past, Present and Future, p. 127; G. H. von Wright, Causality and 
Determinism; J. R. Lucas, A Treatise on Time and Space, pp. 268-72. 
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possible states of the world, and the lines joining them represent 
causally possible developments. Time is represented as discrete, 
but this is a harmless simplification. In Diagram (iii), if the 
ptesent state of the world is (a), it is causally possible that the next 
state should be either (b) or (c) and so on. If the present state is, 
(d), the lines from (a) through (c) to (g) and (h) and from (b) to 
(e) and (f) represent lost or defunct possibilities; they are what 
might have been but was not and now cannot be. 


(a) (6) @ @ (6) {d) &) C) 
aa ae 
(f) ee 
Cc) (8) (fry 
(h) Diagram (iv) 


Diagram (iii) 


©) 

©) 
(S) 
c) 


(=) 
<t 
GQ) & 
&) 
©) 

(©) 


Diagram (v) Diagram (vi) 


@—®)—_©—_® 


Diagram (vii) 


All these writers favour structures like that of Diagram (iii), a 
tree branching out towards the future. But we might consider 
such structures as those of Diagrams (iv), (v), (vi), and (vii). That 
is, we might allow for convergent as well as divergent possibili- 
ties, or for convergent ones only, or for neither convergence nor 
divergence. Determinism, in the sense that every event has pre- 
ceding sufficient causes, would confine us to types (vi) and (vii), 
indeed traditional determinism would confine us to type (vii), 
denying that a total state of the world could have come from 
different antecedents. Libertarians favour type (iii), but why 
should they not also allow types (iv) and (v)? If causal laws allow 
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alternative developments from the present state, should they not 
also allow a particular state to come from alternative antecedents ? 

However, there is a special reason why the sorts of possibility 
represented by Diagrams (iv), (v), and (vi) tend to be ignored. 
Even if it is causally possible for (d) in any of these to have come 
either from (b) or from (c), still there is just one immediately 
preceding state, say (b), from which it actually did come. The past 
is fixed, even if it is not causally fixed by the present. So if the top 
horizontal line in each diagram represents the actual course of 
events, (c), (a), and (e) in Digaram (vi) were never real possi- 
bilities, though they are causally possible sources of the actual 
state (f), whereas in Diagram (iii) if the present state is (a), all the 
others shown ate still real possibilities, and if the present state is 
(d), then (c), (e), (£), (g), and (h) are real might-have-beens: it was 
at some time really possible that each of them should come 
about. Similarly (e) in Diagram (v) was never a real possibility. 
But some convergences represent real possibilities: for example, 
in (iv) or in (v) (d) really might have come from (c), though it 
actually came from (b). 

We thus have an asymmetry between past and future possibili- 
ties, even if the causal possibilities as such are symmetrical. Though 
the present state causally could have come from mote than one 
antecedent, it did come from just one, and the only way in which 
it really could have come from some alternative antecedent is by 
that alternative’s being a possible outcome of some earlier pos- 
sible divergence from actuality. Can we restore the symmetry by 
saying that it is equally true that though (given indeterminism) the 
present state causally could give rise to alternative subsequent 
states, there is just one state that will actually follow it imme- 
diately? The future, someone might say, is as metaphysically 
fixed as the past, even if it is causally open, just as, on this view, 
the past is causally under-determined by the present. But this 
logical fatalism, if separated from both causal determinism and 
divine foreknowledge, has seldom carried much weight.'¢ In our 
ordinary thinking we suppose that, if the future is causally undet- 
determined, more than one possibility is really open, whereas the 
past is closed, even if it is causally under-determined by the 
present. 


16 Cf. G. Ryle, Dilemmas, pp. 15-17; but contrast A. N. Priot’s discussion of 
Diedorean modalities in Past, Present and Future, Chapters 2 and 3. 
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In fact our ordinary thinking, particularly about human action, 
is libertarian. We assume that there are causally and hence genuinely 
open alternative possibilities for the future, but not for the past. 
And this results from our combining of causal under-determinism 
with the view that the past is fixed just by having occurred. The 
basic element with which we work is a single line up to the present 
with possibilities branching out towards the future. Consequently 
we consider such possibilities as are represented by diagrams of 
type (ili), but not by those of types (iv), (v), and (vi), and we do 
not confine our thoughts to diagrams of type (vii). 

This way of thinking, I suggest, is what underlies the handling 
of possibility and identity together in the way that produces the 
necessities of origin, the contrasting contingencies of develop- 
ment, and the counterfactual essences of individuals. But where, 
it may be asked, does identity come into the present story? It is 
not shown in the diagrams with which we have recently been work- 
ing. Well, see what happens when we simply add persisting indi- 
viduals to this scheme. If the present state is (a) in (iii), and it 
includes Nixon, then each of its successor states (b) and (c) can 
also include this very man. So when the actual course of events 
has run on through (b) to (d) we must say that the now defunct 
possible sequence through (c) to (g), if it included a man-history 
continuous with the Nixon-occurrence in (a), would also have 
included this same man, Nixon. It is not only a might-have-been, 
but also a might-have-been for Nixon. But since our ordinary 
way of thinking does not consider symmetrically convergent pos- 
sibilities (except where these follow previous divergences), there 
are no unrealized possibilities of origin for Nixon. So, going 
back to our earlier diagrams, our ordinary ways of thinking pro- 
vide that Nixon may, at ¢,, pursue either the firm or the dotted 
line in (i), and consequently that, speaking at ¢,, we can say that 
although he did follow the firm line he might have followed the 
dotted one. But they do not allow anything like (ii), though they 
do in principle allow for what is represented in (vili): he might 
have gone off the rails temporarily without this having any lasting 
effect. 


Diagram (viii) 
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Thus the libertarian view of causal possibilities, conjoined with 
the view of the past as fixed and Locke’s general account of the 
same x, would yield the main principles of our handling of iden- 
tity in relation to what might have been. Admittedly these 
principles must be extended to apply to contracausal as well as 
merely counterfactual possibilities. But it is not surprising that 
we should so extend them once they have been formed in the 
context of causal under-determination. If we start to consider 
identity through contracausal possibilities, what could be more 
natural than to use as a model the ways in which we already handle 
identity through counterfactual possibilities ?!7 

If this account is correct, the counterfactual essences of indivi- 
duals, the fact that this sheet of paper could not have had any 
different origin from whatever origin (unknown to us) it actually 
had, though it might have been burned before now, are not a 
metaphysical mystery, but a consequence of our ways of thinking 
and speaking about identity in relation to possibility: these de re 
modalities are, in a very broad sense, de dicto after all, as are the 
necessities of constitution which, as we saw in Chapter 3, arise 
from the way in which we speak and think about kinds of stuff. 
Or, to put the point less paradoxically, these necessities, though 
formulated in a de re style, can be explained away linguistically 
in a manner that has been thought to belong exclusively to de dicto 
modalities. Contrary to what Locke thought, the names of stuffs 
can be, and are, annexed to real essences (even unknown real 
essences) rather than to nominal essences. It is evidence for this 
that we think of the same stuff, even in counterfactual possibili- 
ties, as being whatever has the same constitution. Similarly the 
names of individuals can be, and are, annexed to their origins 
(even unknown origins) rather than to the information through 
which we make contact with the individuals or recognize them. It 
is evidence for this that we think of the same individual, even in 
counterfactual possibilities, as being whatever persisting thing of 
that kind has the same origin. Our way of thinking and speaking 
about stuffs is itself contingent: we might have done otherwise. 
But it is not arbitrary or pointless. It is useful and fruitful just 
because the world contains many kinds of material whose 


17 In my article ‘De what re is de re modality ?’, on which the preceding discussion 
is based (Journal of Philosophy, vol. 71 (1974), pp. 551-61), this account is defended 
by criticism of some rival suggestions. 
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properties and behaviour are determined in systematic but com- 
plex ways by their internal constitutions. Similarly, we might have 
thought and spoken otherwise about persisting individuals, say in 
the liberal way or in the Leibnizian way. If there are metaphysical 
truths which underlie and give point to our actual practice, they 
will be the truths (if they are such) of causal under-determinism and 
of the differential fixity of the past as contrasted with the future. 


4. The relativity of identity 


Locke’s theory of the identity of persisting things, which re- 
lates the requirements for the same x systematically to the concept 
of an x, both is intrinsically plausible and, as we have seen, works 
pretty well in many applications. However, it would seem to have 
the consequence that something we introduce as .4 may be the 
same x as something we introduce as B, and yet not the same_y, 
even if A is a_y, and perhaps B also. This seems to conflict with 
the basic principle that everything is identical with itself and with 
nothing else, so that either what we introduce as B just is A over 
again—and then if A is a_y B must be the same_y as A—or else 
B is not A over again—and then it cannot be even the same x 
as A. 

But how do we deal with concrete examples? A certain man is 
also, at ¢,, an official, say the station-master at Poole. If at ¢, he is 
no longer the station-master at Poole, and someone else has taken 
over this office, should we say that though we meet the same man 
at 4, aS we met at ¢,, we are not meeting the same official? It 
seems more natural to say that we are meeting the same official, 
even though he no longer holds the same office, or perhaps any 
office. And if at 4, we meet the new Poole station-master, it would 
not be natural to say that we are meeting the same official as we 
met at ¢,, but merely that we are meeting the new holder of the 
same office. Again, suppose that a man is an officer in the army 
at ¢,, that he is reduced to the ranks at ¢,, but commissioned again 
before 4,, do we want to say that we meet the same man at /, as 
at ¢,, but not the same officer? This would be entailed by Locke’s 
theory as I have interpreted it, since though there is a continuous 
man-history joining the man-occurrence at /, to that at /,, there is 
not a continuous officer-history uniting the two officer-occur- 
tences. But here again the thorough relativization of identity is 
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unnatural: because this is the same man, we will say also that this 
is the same officer, despite his ups and downs in military rank. 

The dominant principle, then, seems to be that when we have 
once indicated a thing, we shall say that it is identical with itself 
under any description: we do not allow any A to be the same x 
as B but not the same _y. Yet this does not refute Locke’s form of 
the relativity thesis. We have still to decide, in raising any ques- 
tion of identity, about what kind of thing we are raising it. But 
‘kind of thing’ here refers to some fairly basic category—number, 
atom-collection, organism. If the thing we are discussing is an 
organism, then it is the same thing as long as it is the same orga- 
nism, and we shall not bother about any lack of continuity in its 
satisfying of more specific descriptions such as ‘officer’ or even 
‘man’. The choice of a kind of thing helps to determine what 
thing it is we are speaking about, and if it is a thing which persists 
through time we need Locke’s rule to take us from the thing- 
occurrences to the unitary, identical thing. But once we have such 
a thing, we can adhere with respect to it to the principle that 
everything is identical with itself and only with itself. This prin- 
ciple carries with it the rule that if A is identical with B, A and B 
have all their properties in common, which is usually taken as the 
criterion of strict identity. (We need not restrict this to extensional 
or non-modal properties, for the sake of apparent failures of 
substitutivity of terms in ‘referentially opaque’ contexts within 
statements. Though ‘Scott is the author of Waverley’ and “George 
IV knows that this man is Scott’ do not together entail ‘George IV 
knows that this man is the author of Waverley’, this does not show 
that there is any sort of property that Scott has which the author 
of Waverley lacks.) The defensible form of the relativity of identity 
does not conflict with this requirement for strict identity.18 


5. Identity across kinds 


‘Identity across kinds’ looks like a contradiction in terms, since 
things of different kinds cannot be (strictly) identical. If A is 
identical with B, A must be of every kind of which B is. W. can 
ask, however, whether something introduced by a description that 
belongs with one basic kind or category can be identical with 


18 This point is argued very fully in D. Wiggins, Identity and Spatio-Temporal 
Continuity. 
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something introduced by a description that belongs with another 
basic kind. The most controversial issues in this area are raised by 
various forms of the mind/brain identity theory, but there are 
other less difficult and more readily acceptable cases of what we 
may call identity across kinds, to which those who assert mind/ 
brain identity commonly appeal. By studying these we may be 
able to establish principles that can guide discussion of the more 
controversial issues. 

One impottant question is whether in handling identity across 
kinds we should introduce something less than strict identity, as 
defined above, which is yet worth calling identity. This question 
comes up in several ways. 

For example, is an organism identical with the collection of all 
the atoms that compose it? It is constituted not, perhaps, by a 
mere atom-collection but by an atom-collection organized in a 
certain way, by these atoms together with the relations and 
interactions between them, and it is surely identical with what 
constitutes it. Where the organism is, there és nothing but these 
atoms and their relations and interactions. On the other hand the 
same organism is constituted by one organized atom-collection at 
z, and by a different organized atom-collection at 4,. If it is iden- 
tical with either organized atom-collection it must be identical 
with both, and then the symmetry and transitivity of identity will 
require that these two different organized atom-collections should 
be identical with one another. 

What has gone wrong? The trouble stems, once again, from 
the notion of the identity of a persisting but changing thing 
through time, which Hume regarded as a fiction and which I 
classed in Section 2 as ‘specially secured’. There would be no diffi- 
culty in saying that an organism-occurrence is not only constituted 
by but also identical with an organized-atom-collection-occur- 
rence, while a later, different, organism-occurrence joined to the 
eatlier one by a continuous organism-history is identical with a 
different organized-atom-collection-occurrence, while the orga- 
nism-history in question is neither identical with nor constituted 
by any organized-atom-collection-history; what constitutes it is 
made up of parts of many different atom-collection-histories. We 
get into difficulty because we are using the concept of an organism 
as a thing which is all there at once at /, (and therefore is identical 
with the organized atom-collection which is also all there at once 
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at ¢,) but which is equally all there at once at 4, (and therefore is 
identical with the different organized atom-collection which is 
there at 4,). If we are to work with this concept, it seems that we 
shall have to introduce a qualified identity, identity-at-a-time. We 
could then say that the organism is identical-at-+, with one orga- 
nized atom-collection, and identical-at-4, with another, but not 
strictly identical with either. This would defeat the paradox, but at 
the cost of introducing identity-at-a-time which is something less 
than strict identity. 

But is this move really necessary? Or were we too hasty in 
agreeing that something is identical with what constitutes it? It is 
true that ‘... constitutes ...’, or its converse ‘... consists of ...”, 
is not the same relation as ‘... is identical with ...’, since the 
latter is symmetrical while the other two are asymmetrical. But 
this leaves it possible that identity should hold wherever consti- 
tution holds. A stronger objection is that different descriptions 
may be appropriate for a constituter and what it constitutes. An 
atom-collection is presumably a set of atoms, but an organism is 
not a set. The atom-collection has the individual atoms as mem- 
bets, whereas the organism has them as parts. We may reply that 
we are thinking of the atom-collection not as a mere collection, 
not as the mathematical abstract entity, a set, but as something 
concrete which includes the relations and interactions between the 
atoms, and hence as something of which the individual atoms are 
parts, not members. But if this is how we are considering the 
organized atom-collection, can we not say that we have the same 
organized atom-collection at 4, as at ¢,, despite the fact that it has 
different atoms as its parts? Was not our reason for calling these 
different collections precisely that we were looking on each col- 
lection as a set, as something whose identity was determined 
wholly and simply by the identity of all the individual atoms that 
were its members? No doubt we can have a notion of constituting 
which does not amount to strict identity, and we can consider an 
atom-collection in such a way that it bears this relation to an 
organism. But if, instead, we take such a view of an organized 
atom-collection as will allow it not merely to constitute but also to 
be identical, even at a particular time, with an organism, we can 
identify it with what constitutes the same organism at another 
time, even if it no longer has the same component parts. If a 
constituter is identical even at a time with what it constitutes, it will 
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have the same conditions for identity through time as what it 
constitutes, and so will be strictly identical with it. We have there- 
fore no need for the notion of a qualified identity-at-a-time.!9 

But other examples raise further difficulties. A pint of water 
may be strictly identical with a collection of water molecules in 
certain relations with one another. Can we also say that its states 
ate strictly identical with the corresponding states of the collec- 
tion of molecules? Since a lump of ice, that is, frozen water, is 
constituted by and identical with a collection of molecules held by 
another in a certain space lattice, while the same water, before 
being frozen, was constituted by and identical with a differently - 
organized collection of the same molecules, it is plausible to say 
that the water’s being frozen is just the molecules’ being held by 
one another in that lattice. Identity of states can thus be reduced 
to the identity of things in those states. But what about identity 
of properties? In view of the cautious interpretation of Aris- 
totelian realism which I defended in Chapter 4, we must not treat 
properties as things. Some properties can be handled much as we 
have just handled states. The water’s being at a temperature of 
80° centigrade may be thus identified with its molecules’ having 
a certain mean kinetic energy. It seems to be only a verbal awk- 
watdness that we would not want to say that the mean kinetic 
energy is 80° centigrade.?° It is not awkward to say that being at 
a certain temperature is having a certain mean molecular kinetic 
energy, and both of these can be ascribed both to the water and 
to the collection of molecules. On the other hand if we interpret 
a temperature as a dispositional property—a multiply-manifested 
disposition—it is not this but its ground that we can identify with 
mean molecular kinetic energy. Properties, we may say, are iden- 
tical if and only if they could not come apart in any possible 
world. This test shows that if we take temperature as a disposition 
it is not identical with kinetic energy, whereas if we take it as the 
ground of that disposition it is: what is in fact the ground of that 
disposition just is, identically, kinetic energy, though this could 
not be known a priori. 

Again, we want to say that a lightning flash is identical with an 


19 T owe this point to M. G. J. Evans. 

20 Cf, James Cornman, “The Identity of Mind and Body’, in The Mind/Brain 
Identity Theory, ed. C. V. Borst, pp. 123-9. The articles by Richard Rorty and 
Thomas Nagel in this collection are also particularly relevant to our present 
discussion. 
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electrical discharge, but if the flash is bright, is the discharge 
bright also? Or is this less than a strict identity, so that the two 
terms do not have all their properties in common? But this diffi- 
culty disappears when we detect an ambiguity in the phrase ‘the 
lightning flash’, and perhaps a corresponding one in the terms 
‘bright’ and ‘brightness’. What is bright as we see brightness is 
the flash as seen, the content of a visual experience; but this, being 
an intentional object, is not identical with the electrical discharge. 
What is so identical is the real external object, that which is seen 
as a flash. The sense in which this is bright is that it has the 
secondary quality of brightness, that is, the power to produce the 
sensation of brightness in us, and the discharge too is bright in 
this sense. Of course, if we make what Locke would call—tightly, 
as I believe—the mistake of construing secondary qualities as 
primary ones, of ascribing brightness as seen to the real external 
flash, then we might equally ascribe it to the discharge; or alter- 
natively we might then equate the real external flash with some 
collection of properties that includes this brightness, but equate 
the discharge with some other overlapping but non-coincident col- 
lection of properties, but then we must say that the flash and the 
discharge are not identical but only partly coincident and partly 
causally linked. There are thus various possible coherent—if not 
all correct—ways of describing the situation, but for none of them 
do we need a notion of a less-than-strict identity: it is only if we 
mix these different treatments up in an incoherent way that we 
are tempted to say both that the flash is the discharge and yet that 
the flash is bright while the discharge is not. 

A gene can be strictly identical with a DNA molecule, though 
being a DNA molecule is—or was until recently—no part of the 
meaning of the word ‘gene’. This is possible because a gene is a 
substance; it is introduced in a genetic theory as that thing, what- 
ever it is, that plays a certain part in the inheritance of charac- 
teristics. The term ‘gene’ is annexed to something which was 
initially identified only by way of its causal role, and which is 
therefore freely available for strict identification with something 
discovered and described in other ways. It might be objected, 
however, that a gene can be dominant or recessive; can a molecule 
be so? Yes, if it is the sort of molecule that is a gene. To be 
dominant or recessive is just to be such, in relation to its allelo- 
morph, as to react in one way or another in the joint production 
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of characteristics, and the relevant relations and causal powers can 
be ascribed to the molecule. 

‘Demoniacal possession is a form of hallucinatory psychosis.’24 
Is this a strict identity? We can look at it in either of two ways. 
We may take ‘demoniacal possession’ literally, as meaning ‘having 
one’s body occupied and controlled by one or more malevolent 
non-human personal beings’, and then we shall say that there is 
really no such thing as demoniacal possession, but that what 
people used to believe to be demoniacal possession is a psychosis. 
Alternatively, we may take “demoniacal possession’ in the way in 
which we take the names of other disorders such as ‘measles’ and 
‘schizophrenia’.?? That is, we may take the name to be annexed 
not to a set of symptoms nor yet to any particular supposed cause 
of those symptoms, such as the presence of non-human spirits, but 
rather to a kind of condition which is identified by way of some 
collection of paradigm cases and of paradigm non-cases, by 
specimens of the denotation and of what lies outside the de- 
notation. Then since demoniacal possession will be this kind of 
condition, we shall say that it undoubtedly occurs and that it is— 
is strictly identical with—a form of psychosis. With either way 
of handling the term, we shall not be tempted to introduce any 
less-than-strict identity: we should be tempted to do so only if we 
mixed up these alternative treatments with one another. 

The understanding that we have thus reached of less trouble- 
some cases of what may be called, somewhat misleadingly, identity 
across kinds supplies a background against which the contro- 
versial mind/brain identity theses can be considered. I shall not, of 
course, be able to discuss them adequately, but only make some 
general but fairly crucial points. 

First, our survey of the less troublesome cases gives us no en- 
couragement to think of introducing any less-than-strict identity 
in the mind/body area. 

Secondly, if minds and mental states and processes were intro- 
duced into our thought and discussion in the way in which genes, 
for example, are, then there would be no fundamental obstacle to 
mind/brain identity. Minds would be freely available for empirical 
identification with brains, just as genes are for identification with, 
as it has turned out, DNA molecules. Of course, it was epistemi- 


21 Cf. Richard Rorty in Borst, op. cit., pp. 187-213. 
22 Cf. Chapter 3, pp. 99-100 above. 
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cally possible that they should have been identified with something 
else: what precise identity holds in either case is a matter for 
empirical discovery. It is this line of thought, that mind can be 
defined as the inner cause of certain behaviour, that has been de- 
veloped particularly by Armstrong. The difficulty with it is that 
we seem to know more about minds than this, and the more that 
we know is an obstacle to this identification. One part of this 
obstacle is the intentionality of mental states. Someone’s believing 
that p is a logically distinct state of affairs from the possible state 
of affairs which ‘p’ itself would describe: either can exist without 
the other. Yet his believing that p can be adequately described 
only by introducing into the description the statement ‘p’: the 
state of affairs which is the believing is descriptively parasitic upon 
the other, logically independent, (possible) state of affairs. It is 
hard to see what system of physical properties and relations could 
make one physical state thus descriptively parasitic on another. 
However, since this parasitism is something of a mystery on any 
view, it may be unfair to press it as a difficulty specially for 
physicalism.?+ 

Phenomenal qualities in experience form another part of this 
obstacle; they also constitute a problem for Smart’s treatment of 
the issue. If all that we know about having an after-image was 
adequately expressed by Smart’s ‘What is going on in me is like what 
is going on in me when my eyes ate open, the lighting is normal, 
etc., etc., and there really is a yellowish-orange patch on the 
wall’25 then one’s having of an after-image could be strictly iden- 
tical with the occurrence of a certain process in one’s brain. But 
again the difficulty is that we seem to be immediately aware of 
mote than this: we know the respect in which the having of an 
after-image is like the seeing of a real orange patch, and more 
particularly that in which the image is like the orange patch as 
seen. In both there is a certain phenomenal quality, the colour as 
seen, a content of experience of the same specific sort in both, and 
the problem is how either to accommodate it in a physicalist 
account or to explain it away. It can indeed be reasonably 

23D. M. Armstrong, 4 Materialist Theory of the Mind, especially Chapter 6. 

24 Armstrong has, of course, tried to deal with this problem both in 4 Materialist 
Theory of the Mind and in Belief, Truth, and Knowledge; I must leave readers to judge 
for themselves how satisfactory his explanation is. I have stated the problem more 


fully in ‘Problems of Intentionality’ in Phenomenology and Philosophical Understanding. 
25 J. J. C. Smart, Philosophy and Scientific Realism, p. 94. 
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predicted that all aspects of the experiencing state will eventually 
be correlated with neurophysiological occurrences; it is very likely 
that the mental state has a purely physical basis, so that any 
features that it has could be regarded as properties of a physical 
thing. But it would seem that the phenomenal qualities of the 
experiencing state ate very different from most other properties 
of physical things: we seem to be left at least with a distinctive 
set of mental properties which, even if we say that they too are 
physical, are unlike other physical properties. A thoroughgoing 
physicalist would want to identify even these properties with 
other, indubitably physical, properties. But strict identity between 
properties here seems unattainable. We can think of possible 
worlds in which the phenomenal qualities are not associated with 
the physical properties on which they now test. At this point we 
may be tempted to introduce some weakened variety of identity, 
say ‘theoretical identity’, according to which two occurrences 
(such as the presence of a certain phenomenal quality in experience 
and the prgsence of a certain neurophysiological condition) are 
theoretically identical if they have all the same causes and effects. 
But to say this is to abandon the substance of the identity thesis, 
to accept what many other thinkers have been prepared to accept 
under the name of correlation, and merely to ca// it identity. Alter- 
natively, we might hope to ‘reduce’ the phenomenal qualities to 
neurophysiological ones. But just what could this reduction of 
qualities be? We know in principle what it is to reduce one theory 
to another, or one set of laws to another, when all the laws or 
theoretical statements of the reduced group are derived from laws 
and statements of the theory to which it is reduced with the help 
of some bridging principles or rules of translation, But this 
throws no light on a possible reduction of qualities. The one 
plausible method of reducing one quality to another is to explain 
away the first as a mere appearance of the second. We start by 
ascribing some colour as we see it to an external object. But then 
we may be persuaded by Boyle and Locke that colours ate secon- 
dary qualities, that in the object there are only certain surface 
microstructures, the primary qualities of minute parts, which 
reflect light of certain frequencies. The colour as we see it is 
merely how these microstructures and light-frequencies look to 
us. But in thus explaining away the apparent colour-as-we-see-it 
quality of the external object we are, necessarily, retaining this 
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how-it-looks as a feature of the content of our experience. Plainly 
this method of reduction cannot be successfully applied to the 
phenomenal qualities of the content of experience itself. It is 
useless to argue that appearances are mere appearances: this would 
leave them still there as appearances. 

For example, it may well be that I feel pain when and only 
when my C-fibres are stimulated: can pain then be identified 
(strictly, not merely ‘theoretically’) with C-fibre stimulation? Well, 
we could conceivably use the word ‘pain’ in a way analogous to 
the second way explained above of using the phrase ‘demoniacal 
possession’ and then we could say that the pain just is the C-fibre 
stimulation. But this leaves untouched its phenomenal quality, 
how it feels to me, in fact its painfulness. Can we say that this is 
merely how C-fibre stimulation appears to me? Yes, but that is so 
appears is an unreduced and irreducible feature of the situation. 
If we annex the word ‘pain’ to this phenomenal quality, the 
physicalist is committed to something analogous to the first way 
of handling demoniacal possession, to saying ‘What people now 
call pain is really C-fibre stimulation’.?6 But whereas we can easily 
explain away literal demoniacal possession as a mistaken explana- 
tory theory, we cannot analogously explain away the painfulness. I 
may be mistaken in locating pain as I feel it in my toe, but I 
cannot be mistaken in feeling it as painful. 

Thus it seems that the phenomenal qualities of the content of 
experience, once recognized, cannot be explained away: our only 
method of quality-reduction fails through circularity when applied 
to them. The only recourse for the thoroughgoing physicalist is 
to refuse to recognize them in the first place, and this is what both 
Smart and Armstrong, in slightly different ways, have done. But 
this seems utterly implausible, being in conflict with our most 
evident experience.?7 


6. Answers and decisions 


To what extent, then, do questions about identity call for 
answers, and to what extent for decisions? How far are they 
questions of fact and how far matters of arbitrary choice? 


26 Cf. Richard Rorty in Borst, op. cit., p. 193. 
27 The need to modify Central State Materialism in order to allow for phenomenal 
ptoperties is argued for example by Keith Campbell in Body and Mind, especially 


PP. 104-9. 


170 IDENTITY AND DIVERSITY 


No doubt it is in a very ultimate sense a matter of choice whether 
we use the concept of identity at all; but it is a fact that we have 
it and use it, and that we use the words and phrases that we do 
use to express it. Also it is a fact that our present concept of 
identity is in itself a clear and a strict one, with well-defined logical 
tules attached to its standard terms, especially the rules that each 
thing is identical only with itself and hence that if A is identical 
with B, B has all the same properties as .4. There seems to be no 
good reason for altering or relaxing this basic logic of identity. 
The coherent way of speaking is to say that the relation between 
different features or descriptions of the same thing, or between 
different parts of the same thing, or between different occur- 
rences, different time-slices, of the same persisting thing is not 
any qualified sort of identity but just diversity, mitigated only by 
the fact that they are related in the ways indicated to the same 
thing. 

In the area of identity across kinds, it is always a factual ques- 
tion whether what we get at in one way is exhaustively constituted 
by, and hence identical with, what we get at in another way, or 
whether they are merely causally connected, or whether there is a 
partial overlap with something left over. These are not matters 
for decision, even linguistic decision. But where the items picked 
out by our terms used in one way, perhaps the currently standard 
way, ate not identical, but, say, closely correlated or partially 
overlapping, there is always the possibility of explicit or implicit 
linguistic decisions which would change the use of either or both 
terms so as to make them both pick out the same (perhaps com- 
plex) item; but of course this will only mask the diversity that was 
previously recorded and that is still there, even if there is now no 
simple way of expressing it. Even if the word ‘pain’ came to be 
so used as to be annexed to whatever the phenomenal quality of 
painfulness is an appearance of, and so in effect to the neuro- 
physiological basis, that phenomenal quality would still be 
different from all the obviously physical properties of that 
neurophysiological state. 

In the area of identity through time, it is in a very fundamental 
sense a matter of choice whether we use the concept of the same 
persisting thing rather than the logically easier concepts of thing- 
occurrences (where thing-occurrences at different times are neces- 
sarily diverse) and of thing-histories (where thing-occurrences or 
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time-slices are only parts of thing-histories). There is in principle a 
choice between an ontology of persisting things and one of 
events and concatenations of events. But this is a choice that 
has been made; it is the concept of persisting things that is 
familiar and enshrined in ordinary language and psychologically 
almost irresistible; the rival, logically easier, concepts seem arti- 
ficial and we have to coin new words to express them. The latter 
are useful particularly in philosophical discussion, in order to 
clarify our handling of the familiar persisting-thing concept, but 
it is this that we shall go on using in most ordinary contexts. And 
it is clear that we shall do so because this concept is appropriate: 
the world as it is lends itself to description in these terms. The 
logically more difficult concept is epistemically prior to the logi- 
cally easier ones, and perhaps necessarily so. We can pick out 
bulb-occurrences only through being able to pick out bulbs, and 
we pick these out by means of their persistence. 

But given that we are going to speak about persisting things, 
there are further choices to be made about the sort of persisting 
thing we consider on any occasion. If it is to be an unchanging 
thing, or one like Locke’s ‘mass’ or ‘body’, which can change only 
by jumbling of its parts, then the conditions for its identity are 
automatically fixed. But if it is to be something that can change in 
other ways, grow, absorb elements, shed parts, and so on, then 
its identity needs to be ‘specially secured’, that is, we need special 
provisions to ensure that the logic of identity is obeyed. But still 
it is not that this logic is being relaxed: rather when the concept 
of one thing of a certain sort is relaxed by allowing growth and 
so on, it needs to be somewhat arbitrarily restricted elsewhere in 
order that the resulting ‘thing’ should still conform to the strict 
logic of identity. 

It is because there is this choice of a kind of thing to be made 
before any clear questions about identity through time arise that 
we can defend what I have called Locke’s thesis about the rela- 
tivity of identity; but I have rejected the more extreme relativity 
thesis that some one thing, A, could be the same x as B but not 
the same y as B. Once we have chosen a kind, that is a basic 
category, of persisting thing, the natural requirement for its unity 
and hence its identity will be the one I have ascribed to Locke, 
the spatio-temporal continuity of the corresponding thing-history, 
along with special clauses where required. These decisions carry 
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with them implicit decisions about the essence of an individual in 
the sense of what is essential for an individual’s continuing to be 
the same x. What is counterfactually essential to an individual 
tests upon a further choice which, I have argued, is implicit in 
out way of handling identity and counterfactual possibility to- 
gether, but there may be metaphysical truths which make these 
ways of thinking and speaking appropriate. 

Granted that there is this degree of arbitrariness about our 
choice of the thing-concepts to which the notion of identity is 
applied, do we, or could we, go further and see one and the same 
thing in a discontinuous series of thing-occurrences? Can, or 
could, the same thing exist at different times but exist intermittently 
and not persist? Nothing in the logic of the concepts would 
preclude this. Such identity would, of course, have to be ‘specially 
secured’, but so does the identity of some already respectable 
persisting things. But what would give point to talk about iden- 
tity here rather than about a mere sequence of numerically diverse 
but qualitatively similar things? Only, I think, one of two possi- 
bilities. This identity might be parasitic upon the identity of some 
persisting thing—as, for example, we may speak of the same 
church when one has been destroyed and a replica built on the 
same site or at least in the same village. Alternatively, we might 
believe the successive intermittent occurrences to be not only 
similar but directly causally connected with one another across 
and despite the temporal gaps—but we have at present no reason 
to believe that any such form of causation occuts. 


6 


PERSONAL IDENTITY 


1. Locke and the unity of consciousness 


IDENTITY in general is a problem for logicians and philosophers, 
but the identity of persons is of much wider concern. Personal 
immortality, survival after bodily death, and the transmigration of 
souls have at all times been objects of religious belief, anxious 
doubt, and intensely interested speculation. Cases of changed or 
divided personality and loss of memory are prominent in imagi- 
native literature as well as in popular psychology, and science 
fiction has introduced further fascinating or horrifying possibili- 
ties. Some of the actual or possible odd cases are not merely of 
private interest, but do, or might, call for legal decisions about 
penalties, responsibilities, duties, and rights. The philosophical 
problem of what constitutes the identity of a person is highly 
televant to all of these. On the answer to it depends the very co- 
herence of some of our hopes and fears as well as our under- 
standing of and response to some of the things that do, or might, 
occur, It is not surprising, then, that it was to this problem that 
Locke devoted most of his chapter on identity and diversity, or 
that his answer, and the question itself, have continued to be 
keenly debated ever since. 

Locke, in accordance with what we have called his principle of 
the relativity of identity, says that ‘to find wherein personal identity 
consists, we must consider what person stands for’, and answers 
that this is ‘a thinking intelligent being that has reason and te- 
flection and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing 
in different times and places’.' But Locke is rightly concerned not 
just with the word ‘person’ itself. He is using it as the noun that 
corresponds to all the personal pronouns. His question is, ‘Where- 
in consists my identity, and hers, and his, and yours?’ 

His answer is that it is consciousness that constitutes personal 
identity, that makes me, for example, the same me, the same 
person, through and despite the passage of time. His argument is 
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that consciousness ‘is inseparable from thinking’, that when we 
perceive or meditate or will we know that we do so, and that it is 
by this consciousness that each of us considers himself as himself, 
as one persisting thinking thing. It is by this reflective conscious- 
ness that our different sensations and perceptions and thoughts 
and desires at any one time belong to one self, and, Locke thinks, 
the same principle must account for the sameness of the self at 
different times: ‘as far as this consciousness can be extended back- 
wards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity 
of that person: it is the same self now it was then, and it is by the 
same se/f with this present one that now teflects on it, that that 
action was done’.? 

What this amounts to as a positive doctrine is not yet clear, but 
there are at least two views that Locke is plainly rejecting. First, 
in distinguishing the person from the man, and hence the same 
person from the same man, he is denying that bodily continuity, the 
persistence of the human organism, makes personal identity. The 
same living human body with its continuity of animal life con- 
stitutes the same man; but not necessarily, Locke holds, the same 
person. But secondly he is denying that to be the same person is 
to be, or to have, one persisting immaterial, spiritual soul- 
substance. Against this view he argues not by denying that there 
are spiritual substances but by saying that their identity does not 
matter. If there are soul-substances, then presumably these can be 
reincarnated: the present mayor of Queenborough may, for all 
that anyone knows, have what used to be the soul of Socrates; 
but if he has no consciousness from the inside of any of Socrates’s 
actions or thoughts, no direct awareness of those experiences as 
his experiences, then he is not the same person as Socrates.3 Again, 
if the same soul-substance carried two alternating sets of co- 
conscious thoughts, there would be two different persons with 
one soul. Locke uses parallel arguments to bring out the irrele- 
vance to the identity of the person of both the living body and the 

21. xxvii. 9. 

311, xxvii. 14. I am assuming that ‘one who was persuaded his had been the soul 
of Socrates’ in this section is the mayor of Queenborough referred to as possibly 
identical with Socrates in Section 19. The description ‘in the post he filled, which 
was no inconsiderable one, he passed for a very rational man’ might well apply to a 
mayor, though ‘the press has shown that he wanted not parts or learning’ is contrary 


evidence, since there seems to be no record of publications by a mayor of Queen- 
borough in the relevant period. Cf, query by R, H, in Locke Newsletter, No. 4 (1973), 
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supposed soul-substance. ‘Could we suppose two distinct in- 
communicable consciousnesses acting the same body, the one 
constantly by day, the other by night ... I ask ... whether the 
day- and the night-man would not be two as distinct persons as 
Socrates and Plato’. Similarly, since we know that an ‘immaterial 
thinking thing may sometimes part with its past consciousness and 
be restored to it again’—that is, there may be a total but temporary 
loss of memory—we can imagine in the same soul-substance ‘these 
intervals of memory and forgetfulness to take their turns regu- 
larly by day and night’, and then ‘you have two persons with the 
same immaterial spirit, as much as in the former instance two 
persons with the same body’.4 Conversely, if we had ‘the same 
consciousness, acting by intervals, two distinct bodies’, Locke 
argues that this would be the same person in the two bodies, just 
as you may have the same man in two different suits of clothes; 
and this still holds if there are also two distinct immaterial 
substances. Personal identity might be ‘continued in a succession 
of several substances’; it might be ‘preserved in the change of 
immaterial substances ....as animal identity is preserved in the 
change of material substances’. Locke is using the analogy of the 
way in which the same vegetable or animal life is continued 
despite the metabolic processes that constantly replace the material 
components of an organism to argue that there could be a sort 
of spiritual metabolism, the same consciousness being passed on 
from one soul-substance to another. 

Equally, it might be passed from one body to another: ‘should 
the soul of a prince, carrying with it the consciousness of the 
prince’s past life, enter and inform the body of a cobbler as soon 
as deserted by his own soul, everyone sees he would be the same 
person with the prince, accountable only for the prince’s actions’. 
This example is used to drive a wedge between she same man and 
the same person; no one, Locke thinks, would say that this is the 
same man as the former prince.® 

In these examples Locke introduces a method which has been 
taken over by many later contributors to this discussion, the 
construction of puzzle cases. The continuity of animal life in one 
body and a unified mental history or unity of consciousness 
normally go together, and the presence of a single immaterial 


* IL. xxvii. 23; cf. I. i. 11-12. 5 JI. xxvii. 23, 10, 12. 
6 TL. xxvii. 15. 
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soul-substance was presumed by Locke’s contemporaries nor- 
mally to accompany these. But Locke has imagined a series of 
cases in which the identity and diversity of these three items, body, 
consciousness, and soul, do not all go together, but are separated 
and combined in various ways. In examples of the Jekyll-and- 
Hyde type the same body and the same soul are associated with 
two separate unities of consciousness, two mental histories not 
linked by mutual awareness. In Socrates and the mayor of 
Queenborough we may have the same soul but different bodies 
and disjoint consciousnesses. In the prince and the cobbler we 
have the same soul and the same consciousness successively in two 
different bodies. And so on. Locke claims that in all these various 
combinations it is plausible to say that we have the same person 
where and only where we have the same consciousness; the 
sameness of the living body is neither necessary nor sufficient to 
constitute the same person, nor is the sameness of a spiritual 
substance. 

Locke makes out a strong case for both his negative theses, that 
personal identity is to be equated neither with the identity of a 
soul-substance nor with that of a man, that is, of a living human 
animal body. There is also considerable plausibility in at least the 
broad outline of his positive thesis, that personal identity is 
somehow to be equated with, or based on, the unity of conscious- 
ness. True, he could hardly claim, and he does not in fact claim, 
that everyone uses the phrase ‘the same person’ in accordance 
with his principles. He admits that ‘in the ordinary way of speak- 
ing, the same person and the same man stand for one and the 
same thing’.? Rather what he is saying is that if we find three 
distinct meanings for the terms ‘spirit’, ‘man’, and ‘person’, we 
shall in consequence let the identity of persons be determined in 
the way that he suggests. He reinforces this claim by saying that 
‘person’ is ‘a forensic term, appropriating actions and their merit’. 
That is, the sameness of a person is intended to carry with it legal 
and moral responsibility for actions; that is why it “belongs only 
to intelligent agents, capable of a law, and happiness and misery’. 
This personality ‘imputes to itse/f past actions, just upon the same 
ground and for the same reason that it does the present. All which 
is founded in a concern for happiness, the unavoidable concomitant 
of consciousness: that which is conscious of pleasure and 
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pain desiring that that self that is conscious should be happy’.® 
This brings in another factor, one’s concern for one’s own future 
happiness. I have a peculiarly intimate, egoistic concern about my 
own possible future happiness or misery, quite different from any 
altruistic or sympathetic interest that I may have in the well-being 
of others: hardly anyone literally loves his neighbour as himself. 
Locke assumes that this forward-looking concern fits in with the 
reflective self-ascription of past actions: the future self for whose 
well-being I now have this special concern is the one which will 
impute to itself whatever I now do and which will remember my 
present experiences from the inside. If this is so, then it is pecu- 
liarly appropriate, especially on deterrent grounds, but also on 
some other views about punishment, to tie responsibility to such 
a two-directional unity of consciousness. If I know that the future 
self for which I have this special concern will be punished for my 
wrong actions (which it will remember and impute to itself), this 
gives me a reason for now refraining from wrong actions. But 
if I do not refrain, and that future self is punished for them, it will 
remember them and associate the punishment with them and so, 
through its like concern for a further future self, will be deterred 
from repeating those wrong actions. Backward-looking memory 
and action-ascription and forward-looking concern seem thus to 
go together, and in conjunction they supply the rationale for the 
use of the concept of an identical person as the bearer of responsi- 
bilities and rights. This is, I believe, the thought behind what 
Locke says here, though we have to read between the lines to 
find it. 


2. Objections and difficulties 


Locke, then, not only raised the problem of personal identity in 
the form in which philosophers have gone on discussing it, and 
introduced the method of constructing puzzle cases, but also pro- 
posed a solution which still has a great deal of force. Yet it must 
be admitted that his solution involves some obscurity and is open 
to a number of serious objections.? 


811. xxvii. 26; cf. ID. i. rz. 

9 Many of the objections are stated by A. G. N. Flew, in ‘Locke and the Problem 
of Personal Identity’, Philosophy, 26 (1951), reprinted in Locke and Berkeley, pp. 
154-78. Flew also acknowledges the merits of Locke’s contribution. 
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First, we need some explanation of the noun ‘consciousness’ 
which will show how we can speak of the same consciousness. 
This must be based on the relation being conscious of. Being con- 
scious of doing or experiencing something is quite different from 
awareness of material things and external events, or of what 
someone else is doing or experiencing; let us call the former, to 
distinguish it, consciousness of an action or experience from the 
inside. Also, there is a kind of memory which one may have of 
doing things and of having experiences, and which consists partly 
of a faint copy of fragments of the earlier experience, still seen 
from the inside. Locke is saying that in this way one can at one 
time be conscious of actions and experiences which occurred at an 
earlier time. He then slides from using ‘consciousness’ as an 
abstract verbal noun, meaning just one’s being conscious of these 
various items, to the use of it as a concrete noun, so that he can 
speak of ‘two distinct incommunicable consciousnesses’. The 
phrase ‘the same consciousness’ can be used in either way and 
facilitates the transition. But what does ‘consciousness’ as a con- 
crete noun stand for? Presumably an entity consisting of some- 
one’s being conscious of a number of actions and experiences 
together. If Locke then wants to identify this someone, the person, 
with this consciousness, he can avoid circularity only by taking 
the entity in question to be the collection of co-conscious items 
themselves, that is, by anticipating Hume’s thesis that a person is 
just a ‘train of perceptions’ held together by certain relations.1° 
Alternatively, Locke could, and I think would, say that the some- 
one that has the experiences and performs the actions is something 
other than the perceptions, but that a consciousness consists 
simply of this something other having a series of co-conscious 
experiences. He would thus leave room for a thinking subject, 
perhaps a spiritual substance, but still insist that the identity of 
the person is determined by the unity of a consciousness alone. 

Now it is conceivable that there should have been well-defined 
units of consciousness, distinct consciousnesses, that is, separate 
mental histories, such that there was perfect co-consciousness 
within any unit and no co-consciousness between units, in other 
words, that any later phase of such a consciousness could remem- 
ber, in this special way, from the inside, all and only earlier items 
belonging to that same unit, that is, that any earlier item could be 


10 Cf, Treatise I. iv. 6. 
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made co-conscious by memory with any later item in that same 
unit. Any such mental history could then have been plausibly said 
to be the history of a single identical person; and this suggestion 
would have been still more attractive if every earlier phase of 
such a history had included the special concern mentioned above 
for the well-being of every later phase of the same history. 

But in fact things are not like this. Relations of memory and 
concern occur untidily, so that they do not mark off any well- 
defined units. The gallant-officer story of Reid (following Berkeley) 
is well known: an elderly general can remember capturing a 
standard as a young officer, but cannot remember being flogged 
as a boy for robbing an orchard, whereas the young officer could 
temember the flogging; so the general and the young officer 
should belong to one unit of consciousness, and again the young 
officer and the boy, but not the general and the boy. This diffi- 
culty remains even if we stretch the sense of ‘could remember’ to 
include what one could remember with the help of cues and te- 
minders: however we construe this requirement, not only is any 
person’s memory of the past conscious life of that same man ex- 
tremely fragmentary, but the could remember the experiences of rela- 
tion is non-transitive, and so does not define any units of con- 
sciousness. Similarly in the other direction the relation fee/s special 
concern for is non-transitive, and in any case it does not always fit 
in with could remember: it may well be that a middle-aged man 
temembers some of his experiences as a child, but the child was 
quite thoughtless about his well-being in middle age. Conversely, 
even if I knew that I was to enjoy total and permanent amnesia 
from tonight onwards, this would not make me indifferent to 
the possible sufferings tomorrow of the person who would be the 
same man as I. 

In the face of this difficulty, there are three different lines that 
Locke, or a Lockean, might take: 

One is to say that there are units of potential consciousness, that 
a person could in principle remember every conscious action or 
experience of his, even those that he cannot in fact be brought to 
temember by any stimulus. But what can this ‘could in principle 
remember’ mean? Surely only that those actions and experiences 
are his. If this suggestion is to avoid circularity, it must pre- 
suppose that there is some other criterion or constituent of per- 
sonal identity; it tacitly abandons the Lockean theory in favour 
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of some other view. The same results if the criterion suggested is 
that it is logically possible for the person to remember an item: 
for what makes this logically possible is that the item should have 
been an experience of Ais. (Yet there is something else that ‘could 
in principle remember’ might mean: this is related to a modifi- 
cation of the Lockean theory which I shall be suggesting towards 
the end of this chapter. If there is something—say the continued 
existence of the same central nervous system—that normally 
makes remembering possible, we might say that someone ‘could 
in principle remember’ where this normal basis of remembering 
was present, but where a special interfering cause, say a local brain 
injury, prevented the man from ever in fact remembering certain 
experiences, even with the help of cues and reminders.) 

A second, much mote plausible, suggestion turns the problem 
of transitivity into an advantage, by taking the unit of conscious- 
ness to be determined not by the relation cou/d remember, but by its 
ancestral—that is, by the relation which is to could remember as 
ancestor is to parent. For example, since the general can remember 
the young officer’s experiences, and the young officer could re- 
member the boy’s, the general’s experiences and the boy’s, as well 
as the young officer’s, all belong to the same unit of consciousness, 
the same unified mental history.14 

We may develop this proposal in more detail. Locke could have 
said that what makes me the same person from one moment to 
the next, while I am awake, is a genuine co-consciousness of ex- 
periences, an overlapping of specious presents. What I take to be 
happening now is not instantaneous, not confined within a knife- 
edge present, but fills some short stretch of time, and these nows 
overlap one another. For each now there is, we might say, an I- 
occurrence, and successive J-occurrences will similarly overlap 
and fade into one another: thus these I-occurrences build up into 
a continuous I-history. The single person, the I, is what is taken 
to be there, all at once, at each moment in an I-history. This con- 
stitutes my identity throughout any one waking day, any period 
throughout whichI am continuously conscious. But to bridge gaps 
in this continuity, especially those between one day and the next 
where these are separated by periods of unconsciousness, of 
dreamless sleep, we bring in memory: what makes me today the 
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same person as yesterday is that I remember from the inside at 
least a few of the items that belonged to yesterday’s continuous 
consciousness. A network of overlapping specious presents and 
day-to-day memory bridges builds up what we now take to be 
a single consciousness: we can thus generate a relation is the 
same person as and another belongs to the same person as which are 
both transitive and symmetrical, despite the very fragmentary 
nature of what we can actually remember, even with the help of 
stimuli. 

Such an account has several merits. It develops Locke’s plaus- 
ible initial suggestion that the sameness of a person is based 
somehow on co-consciousness of experiences and actions. Ad- 
mittedly it does not strictly exemplify what I called in Chapter 5 
his general theory of identity—x-occurrences at ¢, and at /, are 
occurrences of the same x if and only if there is a continuous x- 
history linking them—but it bears a close analogy to this: the 
overlapping I-occurrences during a waking day make up an I- 
history which has the sort of continuity that is appropriate to 
persons, though different from the spatio-temporal continuity of 
bodies and organisms, and the memory bridges joining me on one 
day to me on the previous day are a kind of substitute for con- 
tinuous existence. Also what this account gives us coincides 
ptetty well with what we ordinarily recognize as the same person, 
and obeys the standard logic of identity. 

However, this is a revision, not an interpretation, of Locke’s 
account. Not only does he not say this, he commits himself ex- 
plicitly to a different view. He mentions the objection, ‘Suppose I 
wholly lose the memory of some parts of my life beyond a possi- 
bility of retrieving them, so that perhaps I shall never be con- 
scious of them again: yet am I not the same person that did those 
actions, had those thoughts that I once was conscious of, though 
I have now forgot them?’ His answer is that ‘we must here take 
notice what the word I is applied to, which, in this case, is the 
man only’.!? That is, the person who did those forgotten actions 
is not the same person as I now am, though no doubt a series of 
memory bridges will have connected them. Again, ‘as far as any 
intelligent being can repeat the idea of any past action with the 
same consciousness it had of it at first, ... so far is it the same personal 
self. For it is by the consciousness it has of its present thoughts and 
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actions that it is se/f to itse/f now, and so will be the same se/fas far as 
the same consciousness can extend to actions past or to come... .”!3 
We must take it that Locke means ‘so far and no further’. For 
these remarks follow an explicit admission of the fragmentary 
nature of our memories and the interruptions of consciousness 
by sound sleep. These breaks in consciousness, he says, have 
raised doubts ‘whether we are the same thinking thing, i.e. the 
same substance, ot no’. He brushes this question aside, insisting 
that it is consciousness, not sameness of substance, that makes the 
same self. He should have recognized that fragmentary memories 
and interruptions of consciousness are as much a problem for his 
own theory as they are for the Cartesian view of a substance 
whose essence is thinking. But since with these difficulties fully in 
sight he repeated the assertion that personal identity extends as 
far as consciousness, he must have meant this literally: having 
identified a person at a particular time we are to take as belonging 
to that person all and only those past actions and experiences 
which he could now be brought to recollect, and, presumably, all 
and only those future person-occurrences for which he feels a 
concern somewhat like the special, intimate concern that one feels 
for one’s present self. 

It is this third line, then, that Locke actually takes with regard 
to the lack of well-defined units of consciousness: though he does 
not explicitly recognize this, he is committed to giving up the 
transitivity of personal identity. It is particularly because he sees 
persons as bearers of responsibility that he finds this extreme view 
appropriate. “For whatsoever any substance has thought or done, 
which I cannot recollect and by my consciousness make my own 
thought and action, it will no more belong to me, whether a part 
of me thought or did it, than if it had been thought or done by 
any other immaterial being . . .”14 

Locke defends this view against the objection that it would 
make a man, now sober, not responsible for what he did while 
drunk, if he really cannot remember doing it, and equally make 
people non-responsible for actions done while sleep-walking, 
whereas courts of law do not admit these excuses. He argues that 
human judicatures are reasonable in not admitting them, because 
they cannot be sure that such pleas are genuine. But, he is con- 
vinced, at the day of judgement God will hold each of us respon- 
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sible only for what he can remember, and he rules, by implication, 
that if a human court could be certain of the truth of a plea of 
amnesia, it should hold the accused non-responsible.15 In a case of 
sleep-walking, we might well agree. With drunkenness, we may 
hesitate, but we might be able to reconcile our inclinations with 
Locke’s principles by saying that the man was non-responsible for 
what he did while blind drunk, but responsible for getting drunk 
in circumstances in which he was then liable to do harm, for 
getting drunk is something that he embarked upon while sober, 
and he can presumably remember at least the earlier stages of the 
process. But do we also want to say, with Locke, that I am not 
now responsible for all those actions, good or bad, which were 
performed by the man that I am, and performed under normal 
conditions, while the man was sane, sober, and wide awake, but 
the memory of which I have in a quite ordinary way lost beyond 
recall? Can an artist no longer claim any credit for a work which 
he no longer remembers producing ? 

But perhaps the most damaging objection is this. Since a man 
at #, commonly remembers only some of his experiences and 
actions at ¢,, whereas what constituted a person at ¢, was all the 
experiences and actions that were then co-conscious, Locke’s view 
fails to equate a person identified at ¢, with any person identifiable 
at #,. It is only a theory of how some items which belonged to a 
person identifiable at 4, are appropriated by a person who can 
be identified as such only at ¢,. It is therefore hardly a theory 
of personal identity at all, but might be better described as a 
theory of action appropriation. Locke seems to be forgetting that 
‘person’ is not only ‘a forensic term, appropriating actions and 
their merit’, but also the noun corresponding to all the personal 
pronouns. 

All these problems, and what I have called the three possible 
lines of thought with regard to them, with their difficulties, arise 
from the lack of well-defined units of consciousness, which itself 
results from our failure to remember all the actions and ex- 
periences of what is, in Locke’s terms, the same man. Is there a 
converse problem about paramnesia, where someone remembers, 
or seems to remember, actions and experiences that were not his, 
either that never occurred at all or that were done by or happened 
to someone else? We should distinguish two kinds of case. First, 
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there is entirely illusory pseudo-memory—however sincere—illus- 
trated by Russell’s example of George IV ‘remembering’ his 
leadership at Waterloo and Flew’s of ‘those who press forward to 
claim sincerely but without factual foundation the discredit for 
committing the latest newsy murder’, and also by cases where the 
‘remembered’ events never occurred at all. Here we can surely 
say that the subject is merely imagining and not remembering the 
supposed actions. Genuine remembering is related causally to the 
experiencing or learning of what is remembered, and though 
there is some causal link between the actions of various men who 
really fought at Waterloo and the king’s fantasies, and again 
between the real murderer’s actions and the fantasies of those who 
confess, these causal links are of quite the wrong kind to help to 
constitute memory, since they go through oral or written reports, 
evidence left by the murderer, found by the police, and described 
in newspapers, and so on. Neither Locke’s own theory nor the 
revision of it suggested above need be embarrassed by cases of 
this kind. But, secondly, it is conceivable that there should be 
cases where the consciousness of an action from the inside was 
passed directly from what we should at present call one mind to 
another, perhaps by some non-physical thought-transference, per- 
haps by some science-fictional electronic offprinting. It is to 
Locke’s credit that he mentions and struggles with this difficulty. 
But he does not overcome it. He evades it, saying that it can ‘be 
best resolved into the goodness of God, who, as far as the happi- 
ness ot misery of any of his sensible creatures is concerned in it, 
will not, by a fatal error of theirs, transfer from one to another 
that consciousness which draws reward or punishment with it’.16 
That is, God just will not allow such direct transfers of conscious- 
ness to occur. But this will not do as a defence for Locke, for it 
presupposes that there is something else which really constitutes 
personal identity, which is the true bearer of responsibility, and 
which therefore needs to be protected from the unjust effects of a 
transfer of consciousness. But if, as Locke is maintaining, con- 
sciousness itself and nothing else constitutes the identity of the 
petson, then in the imagined cases there would be no error, no 
injustice, that the goodness of God can be invoked to prevent. 
The actions of which someone thus became directly conscious 
would be as much his as anyone’s past actions are in any normal 
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case. As Locke has insisted, it would not, on his theory, matter at 
all if these actions had been done by a different man or by a 
different spiritual substance. 

Locke’s inconsistency here is matched by a peculiarity of his 
treatment of the story of the prince and the cobbler.17 Since he 
uses this to enforce the distinction between the same man and the 
same person, by arguing that after the change we have the same 
man as the former cobbler but the same person as the former 
prince, he can, and does, allow that what is transferred is not just 
the prince’s consciousness but ‘the soul of a prince, carrying with 
it the consciousness of the prince’s past life’. With this descrip- 
tion, as Locke says, ‘everyone sees he would be the same person 
with the prince’. But if the example were to test Locke’s own 
positive theory, it would have to be restated, leaving the prince’s 
soul behind (perhaps in total amnesia) and transferring only the 
consciousness of the prince’s past life to the cobbler’s soul in the 
cobbler’s body, the cobbler’s own memories having been erased. 
But when the story is told in this way, there is much less general 
readiness to acknowledge that what now has the cobbler’s body is 
the same person as the former prince, and Locke’s own hesitation 
in Section 13 shows that even he would not in these circumstances 
be so confident about accepting the implications of his official 
theoty. 

Recent discussions of personal identity have often presented 
memory and bodily continuity as rival criteria, and it is sometimes 
argued that the memory criterion cannot stand on its own, but is 
parasitic upon that of bodily continuity. The argument is that 
in order to exclude paramnesia we have to distinguish genuine 
memoty, which is a criterion of personal identity, from merely 
apparent memory, sincere but false memory claims like that of 
George IV, and that we can do so only by saying that there is 
genuine memory only if (along with some other requirements) 
there is bodily continuity. But this is, I think, a mistake. It is true 
that we commonly use bodily continuity, ort the lack of it, as 
evidence for or against the truth of memory claims; we take the 
fact that the man who became George IV was not present at 
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Waterloo as decisive evidence against his ‘memories’. But it is 
evidence only, not part of what is meant by calling something 
genuine memory; we have constantly to be on our guard against 
the use of the term ‘criterion’ to slur over this distinction. In fact 
it is rebuttable evidence: if one man not only made sincere 
memory claims about the earlier experiences of another man but 
was sufficiently accurate in ways that defied explanation in terms 
of lucky guesses, unconscious inference, indirect transmission by 
way of now forgotten reports, and so on, then I think that not 
only the man himself but othets also would have to take seriously 
the possibility that he was really remembering, by some direct 
causal link, this other man’s experiences. I see no reason for saying 
that it is part of the meaning of the words ‘memory’, ‘remember’, 
and so on that a man can remember only that same man’s 
experiences; but if anyone maintains that it is we can easily intro- 
duce another term, say ‘q-remember’, which has the other require- 
ments of genuine memory, such as a direct causal link between 
the earlier experience and the remembering (not by way of reports, 
etc.) but which does not have this alleged requirement of the 
sameness of the man; and then some account of a Lockean type, 
either Locke’s own extreme view or our proposed revision, can 
be stated in terms of g-remembering instead.19 We can still set aside 
as irrelevant spurious though sincere memory claims—that is, 
ones with no causal links or with causal links of the wrong sort, 
whether their content is accurate or not—but allow genuine g- 
memories, without bodily continuity, to constitute personal iden- 
tity. While we are giving an account of what constitutes personal 
identity, we do not need to meet the challenge of saying how we 
could decide, in difficult cases, whether the requirements for 
genuine g-remembering were met. This concerns the question of 
evidence, not the question of what constitutes personal identity. 
Paramnesia, then, is no real problem. 

As well as such particular difficulties there is a general objection 
put forward by Butler, that Locke’s own theory rests on the con- 
fusion of what constitutes identity with evidence for it, on which 
I have just been commenting. Locke’s account, Butler says, con- 
cerns our knowledge of personal identity, not what constitutes 
it: ‘And one should really think it self-evident, that consciousness 
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of personal identity presupposes, and therefore cannot constitute, 
personal identity; any more than knowledge, in any other case, 
can constitute truth, which it presupposes.’2° 

The general principle to which Butler is here appealing is both 
sound and important: no genuine proposition can be made true 
by being known, and equally there cannot be any item which is 
constituted by awareness or consciousness of that very item itself; 
there cannot be any entity which exists in and by being known. If 
this principle had been thoroughly clarified and generally under- 
stood we should have escaped many confusions that have played 
a large part in modern philosophy. But the application of this 
principle to the present issue is more doubtful. Locke is not, I 
think, saying, and certainly he need not say, that what constitutes 
personal identity is consciousness of personal identity itself. 
Rather, his view is that what makes a certain past experience mine, 
that is, what makes it belong to the I that is here now, is that I 
remember it (or genuinely g-remember it), as I have put it, from 
the inside. This is a particular way of remembering an experience, 
but it does not include as a component the factual memory that 
it was I who first had that experience, that the original experiencer 
was identical with me. If it did, then indeed Locke’s account 
would be viciously circular; but in fact it is not.24 Admittedly the 
inference from this particular way of remembering an experience 
to the belief that it was I who had the experience is so automatic 
that it is hard to separate the remembering from the belief. But 
they are distinguishable, so that Locke’s suggestion that such 
remembering (or g-remembering) constitutes personal identity is 
not viciously circular or trivial. Again, with an action, it is not 
that I remember that I did it, but rather the remark ‘I did it’ or 
‘I remember doing it’ expresses a way of remembering the action 
that (if genuine) makes it mine. 

Yet behind this unsound criticism there is an element of truth. 
We are reluctant to believe that our identity through time is con- 
stituted by this sort of memory, and are more inclined to regard 
the memory as evidence for an identity which is already there, 
constituted by something else and somehow making that memory 
possible. Though Butler cannot show Locke’s view to be 
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incoherent, he could say that it is in conflict with a firm and 
natural belief. 

Locke’s device of constructing puzzle cases has been used with 
great enthusiasm and ingenuity by philosophers in recent years, 
and it would take a long time to follow all the twists and turns 
of their arguments. But an important central theme has been the 
problem of what to say about possible or at least conceivable 
cases of fission and fusion.?? The problem of fission is formally 
similar to that of the daffodil bulb in Chapter 5. This difficulty 
arises for the view that memory is sufficient on its own for per- 
sonal identity from the possibility that two apparently distinct 
persons should each remember, from the inside and in the re- 
quired causally direct way, the experiences of some one earlier 
person. If bodily continuity were required as well, or if bodily 
continuity on its own were held to be sufficient for personal 
identity, the difficulty still arises, since it is conceivable that human 
otganisms should divide as daffodil bulbs do. A somewhat less 
fanciful version of the difficulty is suggested by the fact that the 
most important part of the human body for these purposes is the 
brain. It is conceivable that a man’s brain should be divided and 
the two halves successfully transplanted into two different bodies, 
each half carrying with it the man’s memories and character traits. 
The two resulting individuals would each have as much memory 
continuity and as much brain continuity with the original man as 
there is in some undisputed examples of the history of a single 
person—people have survived well enough with only one half of 
their brains in working order. So if the continuity of body, or 
brain, or memory, or of some conjunction of these, is sufficient 
for personal identity, the possibility of the corresponding case of 
fission entails that either two apparently distinct persons ate 
identical with one another, or personal identity is either non- 
symmetrical or non-transitive. Even more acute difficulties arise 
from possibilities of fusion, which can be set up in corresponding 
ways, because one of the two logically possible options is now 
even less plausible. We might allow that two apparently distinct 
persons, in different places at the same time, are really one person, 
because they have arisen from and are continuous, in whatever 
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way or ways are thought necessary, with some one earlier person. 
But we would hardly say that two persons, who at ¢, are as distinct 
from one another as two different persons ever are, are really one 
and the same person because at some later time ¢, they will merge 
into one. 


3. Conceptual analysis and evidence 


In the face of all these difficulties we may well feel that neither 
Locke’s own rather extreme view nor our revised Lockean account 
is satisfactory, and yet that no other obvious solution—such as 
taking bodily continuity to constitute personal identity, and re- 
jecting Locke’s distinction between the same person and the 
same man—is any more attractive. In such an impasse it would 
be sensible to ask ourselves just what kind of solution we are seek- 
ing and to distinguish the different questions that we may be 
trying to answer. 

First, there is the question of conceptual analysis. What do we 
mean by ‘the same person’? What do we take to constitute that 
sameness? What am I asserting when I not only ascribe past 
actions and experiences to myself, to the me that is here now, but 
also identify with this me the person who was there then and did 
those actions and had those experiences? Secondly, there is the 
question of evidence. How does any of us know, or on what 
grounds does he believe, that he himself—the he that is here now 
—is identical with a person somehow indicated as existing at 
some previous time? On what grounds do we believe that some 
other person that is here now is identical with an indicated one 
who existed earlier? But thirdly, and in the end of the greatest 
importance, there is the question of factual analysis. What is the 
truth of the matter? What reality underlies our talk and belief 
about personal identity? How, if at all, is each of us really the same 
from one time to another? 

There can be no doubt that bodily continuity occupies a special 
position in lines of evidential support for personal identity. It is 
not, indeed, that bodily continuity is our usual initial evidence for 
ascriptions of identity either to other people or to ourselves. We 
do not watch other people continuously, we hardly ever watch 
ourselves and we cannot watch ourselves during the times when 
we are asleep. The evidence that is immediately available to us 
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and that we rely on in reidentifying other people, or, as it is more 
often, the cues to which we respond automatically and without 
explicit awareness of them when we tecognize people we know, 
ate similarities in appearance, what these people say, and how 
they respond to us and to what we say. Still, what this immediate 
evidence is in the first place evidence for is bodily continuity. What 
we primarily believe, on practically sufficient, though not abso- 
lutely conclusive, evidence, is that this is Richard Roe, the same 
man that we saw yesterday or ten years ago, and we then regard 
its being the same man as establishing an almost unrebuttable 
presumption that it is the same person. Even when the whole 
process of recognition is instantaneous, it would be most un- 
natural to say, ‘Yes, this is Richard Roe, the same person; I 
wonder if it is the same man’, or ‘I wonder whether he has had a 
continuous bodily history since I last saw him’: the bodily con- 
tinuity is presupposed in the recognition of him as the same per- 
son. Bodily continuity would be taken by any ordinary court of 
law to be both necessary and sufficient for personal identity. If the 
Tichborne claimant had been able to establish that he was the same 
man as the Roger Tichborne who had disappeared years before, 
he would have acquired the title and the property, and he could 
not have acquired them without establishing this. No amount 
of apparent memory of Roger’s childhood, even coupled with 
physical and psychological similarity (which in the actual case 
were so sadly lacking) would have given the claimant any legal 
rights except by showing that he was the same man as Roger 
Tichborne. Memory and character ate not as evidence alterna- 
tives to bodily continuity; they serve, in law and in all ordinary 
cases, as evidence of personal identity only in so far as they are 
evidence of bodily continuity. Such continuity occupies a similar 
position as evidence even of my own identity as a person. When- 
ever and wherever in the past the same man as I am was conscious 
and active, I presume that it was I who was there and who did 
whatever this man did. I am quite ready to ascribe to myself 
innumerable actions and experiences which I do not now te- 
member once I am satisfied of the bodily continuity of that person 
with me. 

On the other hand, bodily continuity is not what we mean by 
personal identity. I can conceive that I should find myself with a 
body that is not organically continuous with this one, or even 
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without a body at all. Millions of people have not only conceived 
but firmly believed that this sort of thing would happen, and 
millions still do. And though I could not hope to persuade a 
court of law to assign to me, in another body, any property or 
special rights that I have now, anyone who believed my story 
would feel that its refusal would not really be just. 

It is this that gives Locke’s account some plausibility as a con- 
ceptual analysis. But his own extreme view cannot be right as an 
answer to the question of meaning. The difficulties surveyed in 
Section 2 show this, in particular the failure of transitivity, the 
problems of fission and fusion, and the fact that it is, as I have put 
it, a theory of action appropriation rather than of personal iden- 
tity. Our ordinary concept is, plainly, a concept of identity, 
obeying the logic of identity, and of identity between complete 
persons, and Locke’s account does not meet these requirements. 

Is our revised account adequate as a conceptual analysis? It 
incorporates Locke’s plausible initial suggestion that the same- 
ness of a person has something specially to do with co-conscious- 
ness, it coincides in all ordinary cases with our recognition of 
petsons as the same, and it allows, as the analysis in terms of 
bodily continuity does not, for the conceivability of a person’s 
surviving the death of his present body and finding himself with 
a different body or without one. It preserves the symmetry and 
transitivity of identity in all ordinary cases. Admittedly its con- 
formity to this standard logic would break down in the imagined 
cases of fission and fusion of memory networks, but it is not clear 
that this matters. We can surely employ a concept of a certain 
sort of thing, and apply the notion of identity to it, in a world 
where what we take to constitute such a thing in fact gives us 
well-defined units, even if it is conceivable that it should fail to 
do so. 

Yet this does not seem to be a correct conceptual analysis. I 
seem able to conceive that I should suffer total and permanent 
amnesia, and yet that J should still be there. Again, suppose that 
someone loses his memory completely on Tuesday night, so that 
on Wednesday he remembers nothing of his former life, but on 
Thursday he not only remembers, as well as we usually do, what 
happened on the previous day, Wednesday, but also regains his 
memories of what he did on Tuesday and earlier. That is, there 
are memory bridges between the man on Thursday and all parts of 
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his earlier life, but on Wednesday there were no memory bridges 
linking the man on Wednesday with any of his earlier life. By our 
revised account, therefore, the man is in fact one petson through- 
out. But if he had been killed on Wednesday night, he would 
have been a different person on Wednesday from the person he 
was at all earlier dates. But it is not compatible with our ordinary 
concept that whether the Wednesday man is or is not the same 
person as the Tuesday man should depend on what happens on 
Wednesday night. What we want to say is that if he had died on 
Wednesday night he would still in fact have been the same person 
on Wednesday as on Tuesday, though the proof of this, the 
Tuesday-Thursday and Wednesday-Thursday memory bridges, 
would have been suppressed. But we can say this only if we take 
our revised account not as an analysis of what, on our present 
concept, constitutes personal identity but as an account of some- 
thing that reveals personal identity. 

Neither Locke’s own view, nor our revision of it, then, is 
cortect as conceptual analysis, nor would be an account in terms 
of bodily continuity. And it seems that no combination of these 
criteria will be right either. 

It is true that further revisions might cope with such specific 
counter-examples. Yet it seems unlikely that any account con- 
structed out of these materials will be correct as an analysis of 
our ptesent concept of personal identity. This thesis has been 
maintained by Richard Swinburne.” Calling any theory which 
analyses personal identity in terms of bodily continuity or con- 
tinuity of memory and character or both an empiricist theory, he 
argues that no empiricist theory can be right as an account of what 
asctiptions of personal identity now mean. Our present concept is 
of something more absolute than any such analyses could achieve. 
We will allow the identity of a daffodil bulb to be, as I called it in 
Chapter 5, specially secured, but not the sameness of a person. It 
will not do to say that one survivor of a divided brain transplant 
operation counts as the same person as the original one if and 
only if the other half of the operation fails: our present concept 
requites that if this survivor is the same person as the original 
one, he must be so intrinsically: his identity cannot depend on 
something as extraneous as the success or failure of the other trans- 
plant. More generally, our present concept requires that there 

23 ‘Personal Identity’, Aristotelian Society Proceedings, 74 (1973-4), PP- 231-47. 
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must be some definite, non-arbitrary, right answer to the question 
whether this person is the same as that, whether or not we can in 
practice decide what the right answer is, and that the sameness of 
petsons is not a matter of degree. But each proposed kind of con- 
tinuity is a matter of degree. There could be any amount of 
continuity of consciousness from total recall to total amnesia. 
Also, there conceivably could be simultaneous replacement of any 
proportion, from zero to a hundred per cent, of a body (or of a 
brain). If any sort of continuity is to constitute identity, then per- 
fect continuity of that sort will indisputably be identity and total 
discontinuity of that sort will be non-identity. But if there is a 
continuous gradation between these two extremes of continuity, 
it seems to follow either that identity too is a matter of degree, or 
that there is an arbitrary division between the degree of con- 
tinuity that is just enough for identity and that which is just not 
enough. Our present concept of personal identity differs from our 
concepts of the identity of cars and of nations precisely in respects 
which make it resistant to analysis in terms of any empirical 
continuities.24 We will allow that there are borderline cases with 
regard to the identity of cars or nations, where our concepts of 
such things give no clear rulings and we can decide fairly arbi- 
trarily what to say, but our concept of a person is of something 
whose unity is in itself unequivocal, whether decidable or not. 
Swinburne, therefore, is right to conclude that what we mean by 
petsonal identity ‘is something ultimate’, as Butler and, less 
explicitly, Reid, also held. 

Yet it would not be true to say that our ordinary concept of 
personal identity is of something that has nothing to do with 
consciousness. Suppose that I am the subject of a doubly success- 
ful divided brain transplant, so that there come to be two men 
each remembering my earlier life, each claiming to be John 
Mackie. In terms of our ordinary concept such a description leaves 
something out, and what it leaves out is how it is for me. There 
ate various possibilities. I may have just ceased to exist. I may be 
unconscious. I may have died and gone elsewhere. I may be one 
of the two survivors, and know the other one to be an impostor, 


24 Tt is this that Butler recognizes but misdescribes when he contrasts a ‘loose and 
popular sense’ of ‘same’ which is applied to vegetables with a ‘strict philosophical 
sense’ which is applied to petsons. As I have argued in Chapter 5, it is not that 
‘same’ is used in different senses, but that we have different views about the sorts 
of thing to which it is applied. 
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though he alleges with sincere conviction that I am an impostor. 
Or I may be both of them, living indeed a double life, seeing the 
world from two different points of view at once, with a very 
thorough form of double vision. Could my two halves then be 
‘distinct consciousnesses’? I think not. Our ordinary concept will 
allow that the same person could be both Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, 
with alternating conscious states with no memory bridges be- 
tween them, but not that I could be conscious at one time in two 
different bodies, in two different places, without the experiences 
of the two halves being co-conscious. Our ordinary concept of a 
person, then, is of a necessarily unitary subject of consciousness. 
But this phrase needs to be rather carefully interpreted. This 
subject can, of course, cease to exist. Even while it exists, it can 
be unconscious. Its successive conscious experiences need not be 
co-conscious. But all its simultaneous experiences must be co- 
conscious, because it is just one subject of consciousness at any 
one time. And its identity is automatic, like that of 2 Lockean 
atom, not specially secured like that of a daffodil bulb, not in- 
determinate like that of a car or a nation, not even potentially 
indeterminate as that of a person as defined by our revised Lockean 
account would be. 

This, I think, is our present concept. This is what we mean by 
ascriptions of personal identity, and it is on this concept that our 
hopes, fears, and speculations are based. But are we justified in 
using it? Have we not come back precisely to the notion which, 
dressed up in the philosophical terminology of spiritual substances, 
Locke so rightly criticized and set aside? If we allow for a moment 
that there are such necessarily unitary subjects of consciousness, 
what ground have I, or has anyone else, for identifying one such 
subject with John Mackie throughout his life? Why should we 
take bodily continuity as such strong presumptive evidence for 
this other, ultimate, unity? Why should we be prepared to take 
memory as evidence of it if bodily continuity failed? Do we ever 
observe this ultimate unity going along with bodily continuity or 
memoty? If we do, what is it that we then observe? If not, how 
can any observed continuities be evidence for it? Locke, indeed, 
concedes that ‘the more probable opinion is that this conscious- 
ness is annexed to and the affection of one individual immaterial 
substance’, but why should this opinion be more probable? If 


25 TI, xxvii. 25. 
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we ate to admit immaterial substances, why is it not just as likely 
that there should be a whole series of them associated with each 
human body and with each network unity of consciousness? 
Above all, what ground have we for asserting the necessary unity 
of each subject of consciousness, not only at one time but also 
through time, so that its identity is unequivocal, non-arbitrary, 
and not a matter of degree, which are the features that most clearly 
divide this ordinary concept from all empiricist analyses? This 
would be a de re necessity of a kind that could not, like the necessi- 
ties of constitution discussed in Chapter 3, Section 7 and the 
necessities of origin discussed in Chapter 5, Section 3, be explained 
as residing in our ways of thinking and speaking. It is not merely 
that, using the ordinary concept, we will accept as a person only 
something whose unity is clear cut, that we impose conformity 
to the standard logic of identity as a requirement, but that we 
believe that there are things which in themselves cannot fail so to 
conform. The problem is, what right have we to believe this? 
Swinburne thinks that the only reason for objecting to this ordi- 
nary concept is ‘the verificationist principle that a proposition has 
no factual meaning if no evidence of observation can count for 
of against it’, a principle against which he has argued elsewhere 
and which I agree with him in rejecting.”° But while we can grant 
that ascriptions of personal identity in this ordinary sense are 
meaningful, we may still object that no reason has been given for 
making one such ascription rather than another, not merely in 
problem cases but even in those that we take to be uncontroversial. 


4. Factual analysis and reinterpretations 


In these circumstances Hume’s thesis that personal identity is a 
fiction becomes attractive, indeed much mote attractive than the 
cotresponding thesis about identity in general. As we saw in 
Chapter 5, Section 2, all that could be defended of the latter was 
that the identity of organisms, artefacts, and the like is not auto- 
matic but specially secured, and that there is some arbitrariness 
in the choice of the relations that determine such units. But since 
most reasonable people will readily admit this, they can hardly be 
accused of falsely ascribing to such things an unequivocal identity 


26 ‘Confirmability and Factual Meaningfulness’, Analysis, 33 (1973), Pp. 71-6; 
Sense and Nonsense in Physics and Theology; cf. Chapter 2, Section 5 above. 
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like that of a Lockean atom. The identity that we commonly 
ascribe to persons is of this unequivocal sort: if, as I have argued, 
such ascriptions regularly go beyond everything for which we 
have positive support, then they are fictional in a way that our 
mote modest ascriptions of identity to organisms and artefacts are 
not. What, then, are we entitled to say? What concept of personal 
identity will best reflect the ascertainable truths in this area? 

A fairly plausible suggestion is that we should adopt the revised 
Lockean account, openly admitting that it is not a correct analysis 
of our present concept, but proposing it as a conceptual reform 
and as a factual analysis, an account of all that is true and relevant 
in this area.?” The merits of this account have already been stated, 
and it has been defended against the ctiticism that it could 
not stand on its own, but is parasitic upon bodily continuity. 

But do we want what is one of the consequences of this account, 
that periods of total amnesia, with no memory bridges in either 
direction linking them with the rest of a man’s network of com- 
municating consciousness, are excluded from the life of this 
person? Do we want to say that in such a period though I, this 
man, was present, I, this person, was not? From a Lockean point 
of view there are two reasons why we should say this. Since ‘I’ 
and ‘person’ are used primarily with reference to a system of co- 
conscious items, it seems appropriate to exclude from their 
application what is quite cut off from this system. Also, it seems 
appropriate to hold someone non-responsible for actions per- 
formed during such a period of amnesia. But this second reason 
becomes less compelling when we reflect that there are several 
grounds on which we may want to hold someone non-responsible, 
or less than ordinarily responsible, for actions that were done not 
only by this man but also, in terms of the present proposal, by 
this person. We have to say ‘He did it, but he was in a disturbed 
mental state’ or ‘He did it, but he is of such low intelligence that 
he cannot fully understand the character and implications of what 
he did’. Why should we not also say, ‘He did it, but he does not 
remember doing it’ rather than ‘He does not remember, so it was 
not he that did it’? Is it not the mental disturbance of which it is 
a symptom rather than the amnesia itself that should modify our 
judgements about responsibility? It seems better to consider all 


27 A similar conceptual reform, rather than mere analysis of our present concepts, 
is, I believe, needed in ethics. I hope to discuss this topic in another book. 
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problems of non-responsibility and diminished responsibility 
together, rather than to deal separately with a special group of 
them under the heading of non-identity of the person. 

The first reason mentioned above is also less compelling when 
we teflect that, as we noted in Section 2 above, forward-looking 
concern does not always match backward-looking memory. I 
would be specially, not just altruistically, concerned about the 
welfare of the same man as J am even in a period cut off by 
amnesia. 

It may, indeed, be argued that such special concern is irrational. 
If I try to explain and justify it, 1am tempted to say that what Iam 
afraid of is that I, this same person, may suffer, but this seems to 
invoke the ordinary concept of personal identity which we have 
found grounds for rejecting. And Bernard Williams has shown 
how we can pass gradually from this case to one where it is more 
natural to say that it is not I but someone else who will suffer.28 
Contemplating the whole series of steps, we cannot decide with 
confidence at any step, even at this first one, whether it is really 
I who will be suffering, and this remains as undecidable after the 
event as before. It is arguable that something which, to us at 
least, will always remain undecidable cannot really matter very 
much to us. However, though I cannot thus explain and justify 
my concern, it is a hard fact that I feel it, and nearly everyone, 
when he contemplates the possibility of the same man as he is 
suffering pain during a period cut off by the lack of memory 
bridges at either end, will similarly feel this concern. And it is not 
surprising that evolutionary selection and our individual ex- 
perience and training should have produced and encouraged in us 
such a generally useful motive as self-love directed to the well- 
being of this same man. This motive is one of the factual data 
which we should take into account in reconstructing our concept 
of personal identity. If we cannot argue that concern ought to 
match some otherwise determined personal identity, we can re- 
quite that what we call identity should match the hard facts of 
biologically and psychologically determined concern. In several 
respects, then, our revised Lockean account is not altogether 
satisfactory even as a conceptual reform. 

A more extreme proposal has been put forward by Derek 


28 ‘The Self and the Future’, Philosophical Review, 79 (1970), reprinted in Problems 
of the Self, pp. 46-63, esp. pp. 55-6. 
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Parfit.29 He argues against the common belief that a question about 
personal identity must have a definite answer: no one, he says, 
thinks this about nations or machines, and like Hume he holds 
that personal identity is in the same predicament. He therefore 
welcomes the puzzle cases where even when we know all the 
hard facts, everything on which we might have supposed identity 
to be founded, we still do not know what to say about personal 
identity. He particularly stresses the imagined possibilities of 
fission and fusion where the logic of identity threatens to break 
down. He admits that the Lockean concept of psychological con- 
tinuity—in which he includes similarity of character as well as 
memory—is not quite suitable as a basis for a concept of identity, 
but he argues that none the less it is this continuity that matters. 
He contends for a notion of survival which does not imply 
identity, and which is therefore unembarrassed by the fact that I 
might survive in two different persons, or that two different 
persons might both survive in me. Even if our present concepts 
of remembering and intending make it logically true that I can 
genuinely remember only my own experiences, and that I can 
intend to do something only by intending that I should do it, we 
can introduce new terms which are free from these logical re- 
quirements but preserve all that is interesting and valuable about 
remembering and intending. Since ‘what matters in the continued 
existence of a person are, for the most part, matters of degree’, 
survival also admits of more and less. If fission and fusion did 
occur, then it would be more appropriate to speak in terms of 
survival than in terms of identity, since what matters would then 
cut across anything that could have the logic of identity. And 
though as things are we can speak of personal identity, it is illu- 
minating to consider a possible alternative way of speaking, in 
which we ‘redescribe a person’s life as the history of a series of 
successive selves’. This will be particularly appropriate where there 
is some dramatic change of attitude and character, such as a re- 
ligious conversion, and where in consequence the successive 
selves have different policies and conflicting interests—for instance, 
a generous young man may take precautions against the pre- 
dictable meanness of his middle-aged self. But even in the ordinary 
course of events each of us as he now is will survive less and less 
as time goes on. In place of the religious believer’s hope of im- 


29 ‘Personal Identity’, pp. 3-27. 
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mortality, and the ordinary materialist’s expectation of abrupt 
extinction, Parfit offers to our present selves the assurance of 
gradual but inevitable disappearance even while our bodies stay 
alive. 

Given that there is no factual basis for the employment of our 
present absolute concept, it cannot be denied that this alternative 
way of speaking is permissible. It has an important bearing on 
moral philosophy, especially in bringing out that there is no 
exclusive rationality about having an equal concern for all one’s 
future selves—or, as we now put it, for oneself at all future 
times. However, I want to suggest a way in which, while avoid- 
ing the false claim of absolutism, we can still keep close to our 
present view of personal identity. This is based on a small but 
significant reinterpretation of the ordinary concept. 

Swinburne writes as follows: 


One comes to understand the meaning of ‘same person’ not by being 
provided with a definition in terms of body, character, and memory, 
but by being provided with clear examples of pairs of persons who are 
and pairs of persons who are not the same, and being shown the 
grounds on which judgments about personal identity are made. By 
being shown the evidence and clear cases where the evidence points 
one way rather than the other, we come to have an understanding of 
what is at stake. But there is no reason to suppose that the under- 
standing is simply an understanding of the evidence (i.e., that we mean 
no more by personal identity than some conjunction or disjunction of 
the kind of features which lead us to make judgments ascribing it) . . .3° 


This is true and important. But the conclusion Swinburne 
wants to draw, that the personal identity we thus learn to speak 
about is something ultimate and unanalysable, does not follow. It 
is quite obscure how such an ultimate identity could be ‘observable 
only by observing these’3!—that is, the various empirical con- 
tinuities. Surely this case is rather analogous to that of substance 
terms like ‘gold’.3? These too are learned with the help of ex- 
amples, but Locke was wrong in thinking that all that we could 
thus learn to associate with the name ‘gold’ was the set of features 
which we observed in the examples, in short some nominal 
essence. As he saw (despite his disapproval) we intend to annex 


30 ‘Personal Identity’, Aristotelian Society Proceedings, 74 (1973~4), P- 241. 
31 Op. cit., p. 240. 32 Cf. Chapter 3. 
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the name ‘gold’ to a real essence, a supposed inner constitution 
from which the properties that serve, for different speakers, as 
different nominal essences of gold are believed to flow. And con- 
trary to what Locke thought, we can do what we intend. Simi- 
larly, it may be suggested, we intend to annex the terms ‘I’ and 
‘person’ to whatever underlies and makes possible the co- 
consciousness of experiences, and so to speak of the same person 
just so long as whatever sustains this possibility over stretches 
of time is still there. The unity of consciousness is, as it were, the 
nominal essence of personal identity, and Locke is here making 
the analogous mistake of thinking that words can be used in a 
clear and precise way only if they are annexed to their nominal 
essence. But the real essence of personal identity will be whatever 
underlies and makes possible the unity of consciousness. It is to 
this that we intend to annex this term: can we not succeed in 
doing so in this case as with gold? Butler acutely pointed out that 
when Locke defined a person as a thinking intelligent being, and 
personal identity as the sameness of a rational being, he suggested 
a better answer than the one he officially gives.53 Personal identity 
is the sameness of that which thinks, not the unity of the thought. 
But Butler and Swinburne fall into an opposite error, which is 
analogous to that of equating a real essence with a substratum 
which is unknowable in principle. Rather, I would say that it is 
an empirical question what makes co-consciousness possible, just 
as it is an empirical question what inner constitution generates 
the more readily observable properties of gold. And if it is an 
empirical question, we now know at least the outline of the answer: 
what makes co-consciousness possible is the structure of the 
central nervous system and the persistence of that structure 
through time. 

We can link this answer with what has often been seen as a fatal 
difficulty for views like that of Hume, that a person is really just 
a train of perceptions held together by certain relations. Hume 
himself quickly became dissatisfied with his account of personal 
identity as a fiction, and while the account that he gives of the 
difficulty he found in it is obscure, it is reasonable to suppose that 
what he half saw is that his explanation of how ‘we’ falsely attri- 
bute identity to our different perceptions, ‘because of the union 
of their ideas in the imagination when we reflect upon them’, pre- 

33 Butler, op. cit.; cf. IL. xxvii. 9. 
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supposes some teal unity of the thinking subject that is alleged to 
be deceived and to construct this fiction.3* As Bradley put it: 
‘Mr Bain collects that the mind is a collection. Has he ever 
thought who collects Mr Bain?’35 But such objections to the 
‘bundle theory’ of the mind run together two criticisms, one 
sound and one unsound. The sound criticism is that we need 
some further explanation of how ‘perceptions’ can be related as we 
find that they are. There are not just the perceptions; something 
has to interact with the physical objects that are perceived, to store 
and reproduce information, and so on. But it is possible in 
principle, and in practice established beyond reasonable doubt, 
that what does all this is the central nervous system. The unsound 
ctiticism is an analogue of what I called in Chapter 3 the weak 
logico-linguistic argument for a substratum underlying all pro- 
perties. It similarly demands something which while still spiritual, 
still essentially a thinker, is to be a substratum underlying all 
thoughts. The doctrine of a spiritual substratum, like that of a 
material substratum, is supported by too crude an insistence upon 
some of our ordinary ways of speaking: a mind Aas all its thoughts, 
as a thing Aas all its properties. And just as the material substratum 
is only a pseudo-explanation of the individuation and persistence of 
a physical thing, so the spiritual substratum is only a pseudo- 
explanation of the individuation and persistence of a person. If we 
reject the unsound criticism and adopt the sound one, we shall 
conclude that what collects Mr Bain is not a spiritual substratum 
endowed with a necessary unity, but rather a neurophysiological 
structure. And this conclusion will bring with it the corollary 
that some ‘perceptions’ that are not tied into the bundle by purely 
mental relations can still form part of, or belong to, Mr Bain. 

In a way, then, personal identity, on the present view, would 
boil down to bodily continuity. But this comes about only in- 
directly and contingently. Bodily continuity is no part of what 
‘personal identity’ ordinarily means, any more than having atomic 
number 79 is any part of the ordinary meaning of ‘gold’. The con- 
cept of personal identity, as we are now interpreting it, is not the 
concept of bodily continuity, but it is the concept of something 
that turns out to be the continuity of the structure of a certain 
part of the body. It is conceivable that personal identity should 
have been the persistence of some immaterial substance, since it 

34 Treatise I. iv. 6, and Appendix. 35 F. H. Bradley, Erhical Studies, p. 39. 
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might have been upon this that the possibility of the co-conscious- 
ness of experiences depended. We have no reason to suppose that 
it does: but it is an empirical, not an analytic, truth, that we do 
not survive bodily death. 

This interpretation of the concept of personal identity is, of 
course, closely analogous to Armstrong’s view of the mind as by 
definition the inner cause of behaviour, and hence, contingently, 
the central nervous system.*® But it is a more satisfactory answer 
to this question because the awkward issue of property identity 
does not arise here. A materialist view of the thinker is less con- 
troversial than a materialist view of thoughts. 

Could this be defended as a conceptual analysis, as what we 
ordinarily mean by personal identity? I think it brings out part of 
the ordinary concept, and I think this approach throws some light 
on what would otherwise be quite obscure, why we take the em- 
pirical continuities as evidence for a metaphysical unity: the 
latter is, in effect, an explanatory hypothesis. But it is not a good 
explanatory hypothesis: the neurophysiological one is much better 
just because it can be worked out and tested in detail. However, 
I do not think that the proposed interpretation will do as a com- 
plete analysis of our ordinary concept. I believe that this does 
include as well the notions which are expressed by such philoso- 
phical terms as ‘immaterial substance’ and ‘necessarily unitary 
subject of consciousness’, notions which would conflict with the 
equating of what makes co-consciousness possible with a neuro- 
physiological structure. I would defend this interpretation, then, 
not as a conceptual analysis but as a conceptual reform, but one 
that builds on one part of our already existing concept, while re- 
jecting another, in the light of what it is reasonable to take as the 
underlying facts. 

This answer enables us to deal with the puzzle cases that have 
seemed so intractable. If the sameness of the person is the per- 
sistence of the relevant neurophysiological structure, then off- 
printing of memories from one such structure to another would 
not give us the same person. It would not give us what is now 
typically the object of biologically determined and psychologically 
reinforced concern. It could, I admit, be argued that it would give 
us something just as good: if such offprinting became common 
and reliable, then there is no reason why we should not come to 

36D, M. Armstrong, 4 Materialist Theory of the Mind, esp. Chapter 6. 
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look forward to surviving in this way just as much as we now 
look forward to surviving by way of the ordinary metabolic 
processes. But it would need a further conceptual reform to ex- 
tend personal identity to cover such cases: we can cross that 
bridge when we come to it. On the other hand, with only the 
reform I have proposed, a successful brain transplant would 
give us the same person. But if the two halves of my brain, each 
catrying a normal stock of memories and character traits, were 
successfully transplanted into two separate bodies, then I would 
survive in two different human beings. In this case we should have 
to speak, as Parfit suggests, about survival without identity, 
despite the fact that in a similar case if only one transplant were 
successful we would naturally go on speaking about identity. The 
identity of persons, on this view, is not automatic but specially 
secured: but this need be no more surprising than that the identity 
of daffodil bulbs is so. We can now endorse the decision suggested 
by our criticisms of the revised Lockean view, that a man remains 
the same person even through periods of total amnesia: the struc- 
ture that normally makes co-consciousness possible is still there, 
even if a particular breakdown prevents the actual achievement 
of co-consciousness. 

It is, then, a merit of this proposal that it makes the person 
that I am coincide with what is the normal object of my special 
concern, which includes not only the subject of actually co- 
conscious experiences but also whatever continuing human body 
is controlled by the structure that normally makes that co- 
consciousness possible. It is, understandably, this that is the bene- 
ficiary of the considerable measure of egoism that I owe to 
Darwinian if not to divine providence. 


7 
EMPIRICISM AND INNATE NOTIONS 


1. Realism versus empiricism 


WE have encountered at a good many points in the previous chap- 
ters at least apparent conflicts between realism and empiricism. 
The distinction between primary and secondary qualities is not 
given immediately in experience, and it is largely on empiricist 
grounds that Berkeley holds that it cannot be drawn at all, and 
Bennett that only a different, less speculative, distinction can be 
defended. Similarly, empiricism draws our attention to the 
contents of our experience, and sets up both the problem of 
meaning and the problem of justification for our claims about a 
further reality which those contents represent. Empiricism would 
tend to identify any substances of which we can have any know- 
ledge with collections of readily observable features, and to con- 
fine the meanings of words to nominal essences; but scientific 
realism postulates inner constitutions of things, real essences 
which are not directly observed, and an unbiased view of the use 
of language shows that words can stand for these real essences. 
With regard to universals, concentration on our immediate ex- 
periences and theit contents tends to foster Locke’s blend of con- 
ceptualism with the resemblance theory, whereas for a coherent 
view we require a modest version of Aristotelian realism. Our 
ordinary notion of personal identity is in sharp conflict with any 
kind of empiricist theory, and I have argued that we can apply 
here too the contrast between real and nominal essence, showing 
that Locke and many of his successors have in effect equated 
personal identity with its nominal essence, whereas something 
like a real essence for it can, and should, be found. A more de- 
tailed survey would reveal other similar conflicts. 

I have tried to show, then, that the apparent requirements of 
empiricism should in several cases be resisted, though Locke him- 
self did not always find the right way to do this. But we may now, 
somewhat belatedly, consider the basic case for empiricism, and 
in particular for the kind of empiricism that seemed compelling 
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to Locke, which turned upon the denial of innate ideas and 
principles. 


2. The case against innate notions 


Chapters ii, iii, and iv of Book I of the Essay are devoted to 
atguing that there are no innate speculative principles in the mind, 
such as the maxims ‘It is impossible for the same thing to be and 
not to be’ and ‘Whatsoever is, is’, and equally no innate practical, 
mortal, principles, and again no innate ideas, such as those of im- 
possibility, of identity, or of God. Locke’s arguments are simple, 
even crude. Since children, illiterate adults, and idiots have no 
apprehension of the speculative maxims, these cannot be im- 
printed on all men’s souls. Universal acceptance would not prove 
innateness, but non-universality disproves it. It is ‘near a contra- 
diction to say that there are truths imprinted on the soul which it 
perceives or understands not’.t Locke dismisses the reply that men 
assent to these truths when they come to the use of reason: this 
means only that they can discover these truths by reasoning; it 
makes no sense to suggest that reasoning can uncover something 
already imprinted in the soul, but concealed. In any case the very 
abstract maxims mentioned above are not grasped as soon as 
people become able to reason: people reason very well about more 
concrete matters long before they assent to these maxims, and 
indeed they are of little use, and many people never think of them 
at all. Again, the claim that they are assented to as soon as they 
are proposed and their terms understood would not prove them 
innate. Practical principles are no better off, indeed they are 
worse off, There is no universal agreement about moral rules. 
Though robbers keep faith and observe rules of equity among 
themselves, they practise them as rules of convenience, which are 
needed to hold their own communities together, not because they 
recognize any absolute authority in moral rules. No moral rules 
are self-evident; none can ‘be proposed whereof a man may not 
justly demand a reason’; but any innate principles would be self- 
evident.2, No adequate criterion of innateness has even been 
suggested.3 

Principles cannot be innate unless the ideas that compose them 


IT. ii. 5. 2, iii. 4. 31, iii. 27. 


206 EMPIRICISM AND INNATE NOTIONS 


are so: but such ideas as those of impossibility and identity are 
very far from being clearly grasped or even thought of at all by 
most people: the many puzzles about identity show that this idea 
is very far from clear. The idea of God is not innate, since there 
are nations which are reported by travellers to have had no idea 
of God. The idea of God that many men have can be explained 
by their having thought about the causes of things, and traced 
things to an original cause.* 

The doctrine of innate notions is, Locke thinks, pernicious as 
well as false, for it is used to persuade people to accept principles 
on authority. One really knows only what one works out for 
oneself and comprehends, not what one takes on trust from 
another: ‘Such borrowed wealth, like fairy-money, though it were 
gold in the hand from which he received it, will be but leaves 
and dust when it comes to use’.5 

But of course Locke’s case against innate notions is not to be 
found only in Book I. His argument is that the appeal to such 
ideas and principles is not merely unfounded but also unnecessary: 
he claims to be able to explain the ideas and the knowledge that 
we have without relying on anything innate, to show ‘how men, 
bately by the use of their natural faculties, may attain to all the 
knowledge they have, without the help of any innate impressions, 
and may arrive at certainty without any such original notions or 
principles’.6 He begins Book II by remarking ‘... what I have 
said in the foregoing book will be much mote easily admitted 
when I have shown whence the understanding may get all the 
ideas it has ... for which I shall appeal to everyone’s own 
observation and experience’. We can, Locke thinks, prove the 
existence of God and of things outside us, and demonstrate 
morality as plainly as mathematics: since we can do all this 
with empirical materials, we have no need to appeal to anything 
innate.’ 


3. The established opinion that there are innate principles 


The crudity of most of Locke’s arguments in Book I presup- 
poses a matching crudity in the views against which they are 
directed. Commentators have sometimes wondered whether any- 
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one held such views. But Yolton has shown that there undoubtedly 
was, as Locke says, ‘an established opinion amongst some men 
that there are in the anderstanding certain innate principles, some 
ptimary notions, xowal évvova, characters, as it were, stamped 
upon the mind of man, which the soul receives in its very first 
being and brings into the world with it’. Yolton quotes many 
seventeenth-century English writers on morality and religion who 
say just this (without even Locke’s qualifying ‘as it were’); moral 
principles and the idea of God are stamped or imprinted upon or 
engraved in the human soul by God himself. These writings also 
include stock answers to some of the objections that Locke makes. 
Even if a few people lack these notions, that will not disprove 
their innateness, just as it is still natural for men to have two 
legs even if some are born with only one. Also, Yolton distin- 
guishes a ‘dispositional’ from a ‘naive’ form of the doctrine: 
though many writers just said firmly that these principles are born 
with us, many others admitted that they were only implicit in the 
soul, and require experience to elicit them. However, Locke has 
arguments against the dispositional as well as against the naive 
version: ‘... it will be hard to conceive what is meant by a prin- 
ciple imprinted on the understanding implicitly, unless it be this, 
that the mind is capable of understanding and assenting firmly to 
such propositions’.° In other words, the dispositional view col- 
lapses into the claim that the human mind has, by its nature, a 
power of achieving knowledge of whatever truths are in question, 
which Locke would not deny. However, writers like Henry More 
are saying more than this: More claims that actual knowledge is 
implicit in the soul, not like stars in the firmament to our outward 
sight, nor like red letters in an almanac, but in the form of ‘an 
active sagacity in the Soul, or quick recollection as it were, 
whereby some small businesse being hinted unto her, she runs 
out presently into a more clear and larger conception’. Such know- 
ledge is latent as memories commonly are: the mind needs only 
to be joge’d and awakened by the impulses of outward objects’.1° 
What we have innately is something like memories, not a mere 
ability to find things out. Locke argues against the suggestion that 


ST. ii. 1; J. W. Yolton, John Locke and the Way of Ideas, Chapter 2. 
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innate ideas can be ‘in the memory’ on the ground that if I re- 
member something I must recognize it as something I had known 
before."! But this is a bad argument, an ignoratio elenchi: it shows at 
most that the ideas in question are not actually remembered, but 
this would not stop them from being in the mind in just the way 
in which latent memories are. A more serious difficulty is this: how 
could we distinguish between actual but latent innate knowledge 
that is merely awakened by experience, and an inborn mete 
power of arriving at knowledge by observation and reasoning? 
But the discrimination will depend upon the detailed account 
that is to be given of the process by which we arrive at this ex- 
plicit knowledge. If a plausible hypothetical description can be 
framed of the required steps of observation and reasoning, and if 
this hypothesis can be itself confirmed by observation, then it will 
be reasonable to speak only of an innate power of learning; but 
if the knowledge in question cannot be accounted for in any such 
way, if it contains elements for which no source can be found in 
observation or in any describable processes of reasoning, then 
this will support the rival hypothesis that these elements are 
latently innate. More (like Plato) argued on just these lines: 
against this view Locke’s case depends essentially upon the suc- 
cess of his detailed account of the acquisition of ideas and know- 
ledge in the later books of the Essay. 

In one form or other, then, the doctrine of innate knowledge 
was widely accepted in England in the seventeenth century, and 
such knowledge was held to be the necessary foundation of both 
religion and morality. The hostile reaction to the Essay was due 
largely to its attack on innate notions, which was seen as a dan- 
gerous challenge to established morality and religion.'2 Of course 
Locke himself did not accept this description of his work, since he 
claimed that the existence of God could be proved, and that 
morality was ‘amongst the sciences capable of demonstration’. 
However, his arguments for God’s existence are very weak. They 
invoke such principles as that nonentity cannot produce any real 
being, and that it is impossible that things wholly void of know- 
ledge should produce a knowing being, which Locke treats, 
without warrant, as 2 priori truths, and which could not be ade- 
quately supported on empirical grounds. His argument also 
incorporates a fallacy of equivocation on the statement that “some- 

17, iv. 21. 12 Yolton, op. cit., Chapters 1, 2. 13 TV. x; IV. iii. 18-20. 
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thing must be from eternity 1* Similarly, his programme for the 
demonstration of morality appeals to the analyticity of such a pro- 
position as Where there is no property there is no justice on the assump- 
tions that the idea of property is that of a right to anything, and 
that the idea of injustice is that of the invasion or violation of 
such a right. This proposition is thus made equivalent to the 
statement that where there is no right to anything there is no 
invasion of a right to anything.5 But of course no number of 
such analytic truths will add up to any moral system which will 
lay down duties or rules of action. Despite Locke’s intentions, 
then, the conclusion that might reasonably be drawn from his 
work is that religion and morality cannot be established without 
the foundation of innate notions. As his critics said, the general 
tendency of the Essay is sceptical with regard to theism and to 
objectively prescriptive morality (as opposed to those ‘rules of 
convenience’ that even thieves and outlaws observe among them- 
selves). This is, therefore, the hard core of the doctrine of innate- 
ness: long after the rest of the doctrine had fallen into disrepute, 
there survived some belief in an inborn moral conscience and 
natural religious inclinations. 


4. Interpretations of the empiricist programme 


But how does the purely negative thesis that there are no 
innate notions connect with those apparent requirements of em- 
piricism which, as we noted in Section 1 above, make difficulties 
for realism? These arise from the positive side of the doctrine: if 
ideas and knowledge are not innate, they are, presumably, derived 
from, and based on, experience. But just what does this mean? 

One thing that it could mean, and that hostile critics of the 
British empiricists have sometimes taken their doctrine to mean, 
is that all our ideas are images, fainter and in general imperfect 
copies of sense-impressions—or of impressions of reflection (intro- 
spection) construed simply as an internal analogue of sense- 
petception—and that our knowing consists simply in our having 
some collections and trains of such images. This interpretation 
does indeed have the advantage of making empiricism very easy 


“TV. x. 3, 5, 8. The equivocation is between ‘At no time was there nothing’ and 
‘Some one thing has existed at all times’. 
TV, iii, 18. 


210 EMPIRICISM AND INNATE NOTIONS 


to criticize; but it has the disadvantage that neither Locke nor 
any of his main successors held any such view. 

Secondly, the empiricist theory might add to this account of a 
quasi-photographic reception of the elements of knowledge a 
description of some limited range of operations which the mind 
or understanding performs upon these materials. The mind, on 
this view, is passive in receiving image-style ideas, but it is active 
in bringing them up from the memory store and attending to 
them, comparing them with one another, discerning them, separat- 
ing received complexes of ideas into their simple components (that 
is, abstracting), putting them together into new combinations, 
associating ideas with one another and in particular associating 
wotds with ideas, using words and ideas to represent other ideas, 
perceiving relations between ideas, and building up chains of 
reasoning out of such perceived relations. Now this is, in outline, 
Locke’s theory.16 

But thirdly, the empiricist may, and Locke does, recognize that 
even the reception of ideas in perception is not wholly passive, but 
includes a considerable element of (unconscious) interpretation: 
‘,.. the ideas we receive by sensation are often in grown people altered 
by the judgment, without our taking notice of it’.!7 It is this fact 
that Locke uses Molyneux’s problem to illustrate. If in looking at, 
say, a white sphere we were only passively receiving visual data 
we should see just a circle variously shaded; but in fact the 
impression we get immediately is of a solid convex object, a 
sphere.!® And of course this is only one example of a very per- 
vasive and complex sort of activity. 

But even if we include this third factor in our interpretation of 
the empiricist thesis that all ideas and knowledge are derived 
from, and based on, experience, it will still have the phenomena- 
list tendencies which gave rise to difficulties. Further extensions 
are needed to leave room for realism. 

For example, in Chapter 2, Section 6, in dealing with the mean- 
ing side of the veil-of-perception problem, I had to insist that the 
contents of our experiences are seen as real things without (that is, 
outside) us. I argued, indeed, that ‘real’ and ‘outside us’ are not 
positive terms, introducing further features that would need 
special explanation, but only deny any downgrading from simply 

16 See especially II. i. 23-5; II. xi; Il. xxxiii; II. ii; TV. i. 
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being there to being merely how things look. Still, this does seem 
to be an interpretation which is built into the contents of our 
experience, something at variance with the passive or quasi- 
photographic view. Also, while it is reinforced by learning, by 
the acquisition of the skills which we use, still largely uncon- 
sciously, in distinguishing how things are from how they look, it 
seems likely that this interpretation is not, like those illustrated 
by Molyneux’s problem, wholly a learned one: we may well have 
an innate propensity to see things realistically. 

Again, Locke admitted that ‘there is another idea which would 
be of general use for mankind to have, as it is of general talk as 
if they had it; and that is the idea of substance, which we neither 
have nor can have by sensation ot reflection’ 1° This idea, then, might 
well have been innate: but in fact, he says, it is not, and so we 
have no clear idea of substance at all. But the ideas we have of 
substances are based on the sort of experience I illustrated in 
Chapter 3, Section 2, by speaking about our noticing a collection 
of instantiated cat-features going around together. However, do 
we just notice this sort of thing or are we naturally on the look- 
out for it from the start? There is no implausibility in supposing 
that we are innately predisposed to respond to certain sorts of 
regularity, this sort among others. Similarly, I have argued else- 
where that an infant may have some inborn reluctance to interpret 
what it sees as disorderly sequences, and will consequently be 
predisposed to take some patterns of repeated impressions as 
impressions of persisting things, and others as impressions of re- 
curring processes of the same type.2° We might not want to call 
such interpretative propensities innate ideas of identity and indi- 
viduation, substance and process, but they would be something 
innate that contributes to our actual knowledge of the world. 

Similarly, in explaining our concept of causation, which is im- 
portant in many ways for our knowledge of the world, I have 
argued that there is at the core of it the notion expressed by a 
counterfactual conditional, the notion of what would have hap- 
pened if this had not, and I have argued that this notion arises 
primitively from imaginative projection and analogizing: our 
tendency to do this and hence to think causally may well be 
another inborn propensity.” 
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The same may be true of our ability to learn from experience, 
our tendency to reason inductively, and to take imperfect regu- 
larities as indications of more perfect ones that are wholly or 
partly unobserved. We form expectations on the basis of obser- 
vations in ways which if developed into explicit, formal argu- 
ments would include among their premisses some variant of the 
principle of the uniformity of nature. We use this not only for 
direct projections of past experience by simple enumerative in- 
duction, but also more subtly and indirectly, assuming that where 
two fairly similar antecedent situations have had different out- 
comes there must have been some relevant difference between the 
antecedents, and hence looking out for, and paying special 
attention to, such differences. 

It is to principles of these sorts that we have appealed i in earlier 
chapters in order to relax the apparent requirements of empiricism. 
If the thesis that ideas and knowledge are derived from, and based 
on, experience is so interpreted as to allow for such principles 
and propensities the conflicts with realism will largely disappear. 


5. Letbniz’s reply to Locke 


It may seem, however, that this relaxation does away with all 
that is distinctively empiricist, and concedes all that a rationalist 
would demand. For example, Leibniz develops the dispositional 
form of the doctrine of innate notions, using the analogy of a 
block of marble from which a sculptor produces a statue of 
Hercules. On Locke’s view, the mind is like a uniform block of 
marble, which has indeed this statue potentially within it, in that 
it can be carved into this shape, but equally has any number of 
alternative statues potentially within it: being uniform, it can be 
equally well carved into any shape that will fit within its boun- 
daries. Correspondingly, the mind has, as Locke admits, an innate 
capacity of knowing, but what it comes to know depends wholly 
upon what experience supplies: it has no inbuilt preference for 
one belief rather than another. Leibniz, on the other hand, thinks 
that the mind is like a block of marble in which the figure of 
Hercules is already marked out by internal veins or cracks, sur- 
faces within the block along which it will split more easily than 
than any others. The sculptor still has to work to reveal this 
hidden form, to clear away the unwanted portions and smooth the 
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sutfaces thus exposed: but it is this figure and not any other that 
was preferentially latent within the block. Correspondingly, Leib- 
niz thinks, the mind is innately predisposed to some beliefs 
tather than others.”4 Of course, this is only a simile; but some of 
the propensities I have suggested in my last interpretation of the 
empiricist programme might well serve as a literal description of 
what Leibniz intends. 

But this is not all that Leibniz is saying. He also uses the doc- 
trine of innate ideas to explain how we can know necessary truths 
in arithmetic and geometry, and know them to hold universally, 
whereas sensory perception could inform us only about particular 
examples and induction from them could never establish a neces- 
saty, universal truth. We also know necessary truths, he main- 
tains, in theology and moral philosophy. Indeed he warmly 
commends most of the demonstrations which Locke has offered 
in these areas, and which I have criticized, though he detects the 
fallacy of equivocation pointed out in note 14 above.” 

Leibniz replies to Locke’s argument that specific differences be- 
tween things are more primitively known and more fundamental 
than such abstract maxims as the principle of contradiction. We 
often argue in enthymemes—for example, ‘this is a man, so he is 
mortal’—leaving out the major premiss on which we are none the 
less implicitly relying. Similarly, Leibniz suggests, when we 
realize that a squate is not a circle, or that to be yellow is not to be 
sweet, we ate implicitly relying upon and applying the principle of 
contradiction without explicitly formulating it.44 But he admits 
that the doctrine of innate ideas is sometimes used to justify dog- 
matism and credulity, and he endorses Locke’s condemnation of 
this use of it; the rationalist no less than the empiricist can insist 
that men must think and find things out for themselves.*5 

A much weaker point that Leibniz makes is that Locke, in 
recognizing ideas of reflection as well as ideas of sensation—that 
is, in admitting that the mind takes notice of its own operations— 
has in effect admitted that there are innate ideas.”¢ If ‘innate’ meant 
no more than non-sensory, this would be true; but then the doc- 
trine of innate ideas would be trivialized: to say that God has 
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put these ideas into our minds but left them Jatent would be no 
more than to say that we have, by nature, the powers of perceiv- 
ing, doubting, believing, and so on together with the ability to 
be self-conscious about their exercise. Of course, Locke, and 
everyone else, concedes this. But this concession will not support 
what is distinctive in the doctrine of innate notions, in particular 
the claim that we know necessary truths in mathematics, theology, 
and ethics, and the explanation of how we can know them. Nor 
is there any plausibility in the suggestion that the principle of 
contradiction is used implicitly in our recognition of specific dif- 
ferences. But granted that there may well be various innate pro- 
pensities, the important outstanding issue is whether these are 
needed to explain, and whether they could explain, some know- 
ledge that we have of necessary truths. 

We have noted Locke’s failure to supply valid demonstrations 
of morality and of the existence of God; but since it is questionable 
whether we have any knowledge, let alone necessary knowledge, 
in these areas they give no initial support to Leibniz’s views. 
Mathematics, then, is the crucial example. Locke’s attempt to 
analyse reasoning in arithmetic and geometry into chains in which 
each link is a perceived agreement or disagreement between ideas 
is hardly more successful than his proofs of God’s existence. 
Reasoning in any system of geometry, such as Euclid’s, relies 
upon axioms, for example that ‘two straight lines cannot enclose a 
space’. But the mere idea of straightness as such does not disagree 
with that of enclosing a space, or, what comes to the same thing, 
meeting twice. If we use as our ‘idea of straight lines’ some com- 
plex of ideas that does so disagree, it will be a synthetic and surely 
empirical question whether any actual items that we recognize as 
straight lines by other criteria (such as rays of light, stretched 
strings, or the intersections of surfaces whose flatness is defined 
by mechanical procedures) conform to this complex of ideas.?” 
Though what Locke says about geometry is wrong, the correction 
of his mistakes does not help Leibniz’s case. In so far as geometri- 
cal truths are necessary, they are analytic; what is synthetic, 
namely the conformity of any specified material to this or that 
geometrical system, is also empirical; whereas only if we had 
truths which were at once synthetic and necessary would there be 
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any call for the sort of explanation that Leibniz offers. The position 
of atithmetic is more controversial, though I have argued else- 
where that it is analogous to that of geometry.78 The most we 
can say is that there might be, in arithmetic, synthetic but neces- 
sary truths which it would be difficult for an empiricist to account 
for. We can inquire whether, if there were, anything like Leibniz’s 
view could account for their necessity. I shall come back to this 
question in Section 8, but I want first to consider some general 
questions about the possibility of innate ideas and knowledge. 


6. The possibility of innate knowledge 


Locke plainly treats the question whether we have innate know- 
ledge and innate ideas as an empirical question, to be settled by 
evidence about how people think and speak, including children 
and illiterate people and idiots, and about the beliefs of foreign and 
savage nations. But we ate often inclined to take a stronger line, 
to say that there could not be innate ideas or knowledge. It seems 
obvious that someone who had been blind from birth could have 
no ideas of colours, that someone born without either the sense 
of sight or that of touch could have no ideas of shapes. To many 
thinkers it seems almost equally obvious that although we can of 
course know, having learned from others, about things of which 
we ourselves have no experience, no synthetic truth can be known 
by anyone unless someone has had experiences that are evidence 
for it. 

But should we be so sure of either of these? A contrary argu- 
ment seems to show that for any ideas and any knowledge that 
anyone actually has, it is at least logically possible that someone 
should have those same ideas or that same knowledge innately. 
Whatever occurrent or dispositional state of a person constitutes 
his having such and such an idea or concept, or such and such an 
item of knowledge, it must be at least logically possible that a 
relevantly similar state should either be present in an individual 
person from birth or develop in him automatically, by a process 
of maturation, without needing to be fed in from the outside. No 


28 In ‘Proof’, referred to in note 27. 

29 Much of the argument in this section is taken from my paper of the same title 
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ptior experience can be logically necessary for any specific cog- 
nitive state. In the face of this argument we might well ask why 
so many of us are so sure that this logical possibility is not real- 
ized, and that Locke’s arguments against it, whether sound or not, 
ate superfluous. Let us examine this question, taking separately 
the theses of concept empiricism, that no ideas or concepts are 
innate, and of judgement empiricism, that no authoritative judge- 
ments which could qualify as items of knowledge ate innate. 

The concept empiricist, thus challenged, might fall back to 
either of two positions. He might say that even if someone who 
was blind from birth had, in some strange way, ideas of colours, 
if he could imagine red and blue and green things as well as we 
can, we could never tell that he had such ideas. Since he would be 
unable to employ his innate colour-ideas in recognizing objects 
presented to his senses, he would be unable to correlate these 
ideas with our words, and in consequence we could never discover 
what ideas he had. But of course this is a weaker thesis than the 
one empiricists commonly endorse. Alternatively, the concept 
empiricist might say that having ideas or concepts is not just a 
matter of purely private, internal perceptions such as it must be 
logically possible that a blind-from-birth man should have of 
colours, but that to have an idea of, say, red is partly constituted 
by the ability to recognize ted things, to discriminate them in 
favourable conditions from blue or green ones, and so on, and 
perhaps even that it requires competence in the use of the appro- 
priate fragment of some public language. However, such abilities 
and such competence could conceivably be innate, in that some- 
one might begin to display them immediately upon being con- 
fronted with opportunities for their exercise, with no pericd of 
gradual learning. 

The concept empiricist must then abandon the thesis that there 
could not be innate ideas of, say, colours, and retreat to the weaker, 
inductively supported, thesis that there are not. We know quite 
a lot about how we now acquire new ideas and concepts, that is, 
either by having new kinds of perceptions (as with Locke’s 
example of learning the taste of a pineapple*°) or by combining 
or otherwise working on concepts that we already have, and it is 
reasonable to infer that our ideas of all sensible properties at least 
came in the first place from sensory experiences. But however 


30 TTI, iv. 11, 


POSSIBILITY OF INNATE KNOWLEDGE 217 


reasonable this is as a general account, and particularly of those 
concepts that can be readily related to sense-perception, it would 
be powerless to refute the suggestion that some special ideas or 
concepts are innate, and in particular those for which it is difficult 
to find an adequate sensory (or introspective) source. 

The judgement empiricist can reply in stronger terms. He 
might argue that there could not be innate knowledge, because 
although whatever occurrent or dispositional states now consti- 
tute knowledge logically could have come into existence without 
their possessor’s having had any relevant prior experience, these 
states would not then constitute knowledge. If a belief, however 
confident and however true, simply arose in a person as some- 
thing like an instinct, whether as a result of evolutionary processes 
ot by what Locke’s contemporaries called being implanted or 
imprinted or inscribed in the soul by God, that person could not 
properly be said to know whatever he thus truly, instinctively, 
believed. He would not have good reasons for believing as he did; 
he would not be authoritative about it; he would not be epistemi- 
cally justified; he would have no ‘right to be sure’. 

Yet there is a plausible argument on the other side. We want, 
indeed, to distinguish knowledge from mere true belief, but it has 
seemed to many thinkers that the distinctive requirement for 
knowledge is that it should not be an accident that the belief is 
true. If 4 knows that p, A’s believing that p must depend some- 
how either on the fact that p or on something which is itself con- 
nected with that fact. If I know that there is a ladder outside this 
window because I have seen it, or because I have been told that 
there is by some reliable person who has seen it, then the presence 
of the ladder is causally responsible for my believing as I do, and 
if it had not been there I would not, in what were otherwise the 
present circumstances, be believing this. If I know that there will 
be an eclipse tomorrow, then though the eclipse itself is not 
causally responsible for my believing as I do, the earlier positions 
and the regular behaviour of the sun, earth, and moon will both 
have ensured that the eclipse would occur and, by way of the 
work of astronomers, helped to bring about my believing. In both 
cases J have non-accidentally true beliefs. Now true innate beliefs 
could meet this requirement. God might have implanted certain 
beliefs in men’s minds because things are, or perhaps because by 
divine fiat things will be, as those beliefs will hold them to be. 
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God will have given us beliefs that are useful because they are 
true. If the facts had been, or were to be, otherwise, then God 
would have implanted suitably different beliefs. Again, suppose 
that evolution by natural selection has made us inductive animals, 
simply because the less inductive cousins of our remote ancestors 
did not survive, and did not survive because they were less in- 
ductive. Then there would not have evolved a race with the 
innate tendency to believe that there are detectable regularities in 
the course of events if there had not been such detectable regulari- 
ties while the race was evolving. A part of the fact that there are 
such regularities has been a significant causal factor in the pro- 
duction of the corresponding instinctive belief. Thus if know- 
ledge is defined as non-accidentally true belief, innate beliefs, 
whether developed by evolution or divinely implanted, could be 
knowledge. 

It seems, then, that whether there could or could not be innate 
knowledge depends on what we take to be the criterion that dis- 
tinguishes knowledge from mere true belief. But now the issue is 
in danger of becoming trivial. We have noted two variants of the 
criterion, and there may well be further possibilities. For example, 
we might distinguish, within the sense of ‘knows’ which requires 
that the knower should be epistemically justified, a sense in 
which someone knows only if he can defend his belief and a sense in 
which someone knows if he has, say, once made sufficient rele- 
vant observations or calculations but has now forgotten them. 
Does Newton still know a proposition he has himself proved 
when, some years later, he has forgotten how he proved it?3! 
Similarly, we may draw further distinctions within the sense in 
which someone knows provided that it is not an accident that his 
belief is true. Thus we might require that there should be some 
actual connection, capable, at least in principle, of being discovered 
or further explained, between the believing and what makes the 
belief true. Or we might be satisfied with the bare fact that if 
what is believed about had been otherwise, the believing would 
have been at least likely to have been otherwise too, even if we 
thought that this was unexplainable even in principle. For 
example, if someone consistently predicts the result of some ran- 
dom process, such as the tossing of a coin, with, say, ninety per 
cent accuracy, can we admit, in the end, that his performance is 
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in principle unexplainable but still say, on some occasion when he 
has correctly predicted heads, that he knew this, on the ground 
that if it had not been going to be heads he would probably not 
have predicted heads? Or should we refuse, in this case, to say that 
he knew, but allow that the farmer who predicts the next day’s 
weather, again with, say, ninety per cent accuracy, knows (when he 
gets it right) what the next day’s weather will be, because we 
think that though neither we nor the farmer can tell how he tells 
this, there are fairly reliable causal connections between the recent 
and present weather conditions and, on the one hand, tomorrow’s 
weather and, on the other, what the farmer feels—that is, that 
earlier weather conditions are a partial cause both of the prediction 
and of what is predicted? Surely we simply have two senses of 
‘know’ here; one in which the coin predictor and the farmer both 
(when they get it right) know what will happen, and another in 
which the farmer knows but the coin predictor does not. (It might 
be objected that these two are not different senses of ‘know’, but 
a single sense—knowledge is true belief whose correctness is 
causally supported—differentiated by varying views of causation. 
On a pure Humean view of causes, the coin predictor’s rightness 
is causally supported. But it will be convenient to speak through- 
out of different senses of ‘know’.) 

If there is such a spectrum of possible senses of ‘know’, a range 
of more or less stringent criteria of knowledge as opposed to true 
belief, it will be idle to dispute which analysis of knowing is 
correct. It is likely that competent speakers of English use the 
word ‘know’ sometimes in one sense, sometimes in another, and 
often with a sense that is indeterminate between several distin- 
guishable precise senses. In most ordinary paradigm cases of 
knowing, all the senses apply equally well. But it may still be 
worth while to distinguish the senses, and particularly those at the 
extreme ends of the range, and to see what point there is in using 
them. 

Consider, for example, the minimal sense, which requires only 
non-accidentally true belief. The currently orthodox pattern of 
analysis of knowing—A knows that p if and only if A believes 
that p, and p is true, and A’s belief that p is (in some sense) justi- 
fied—is somewhat misleading. It suggests that the commentator, 
the person who says that the cognizer (possibly but not necessarily 
someone else) knows something, first finds the belief, then learns 


220 EMPIRICISM AND INNATE NOTIONS 


that it is true, and only at the last that it is justified. It may well 
happen the other way round. The commentator may first decide 
that the cognizer’s belief is justified, and thence infer that it is 
probably true. The minimal sense of ‘know’ covers just those 
cases where there is something about the cognizer’s believing 
which would justify the commentator in inferring that the belief 
is likely to be true, even if he had no independent information on 
the subject. The notion of epistemic justification enters even into 
this minimal sense of ‘know’, though it is here justification for the 
commentator, not for the cognizer. 

At the other end of the spectrum we have the concept of 
authoritative, autonomous, knowledge, the knowledge of the 
man who himself has the epistemic justification, the right to be 
sure. This does not, of course, exclude knowledge that rests 
partly on the testimony of others: I can still be authoritative 
about information thus received if I have somehow established 
for myself the reliability of the witness, or have established the 
probability of what I am told by independent witnesses by having 
checked for myself that they are indeed independent. But I do 
not have authoritative knowledge if I merely accept information 
from someone else without myself establishing his teliability, even 
if he happens to be reliable and the information happens to be 
true. 

Having drawn these distinctions, we can see that while there 
could be innate knowledge in the minimal sense, it would not, as 
innate, be authoritative. Consider in how weak a position men 
would be if they had true beliefs implanted by God or developed 
by natural selection, but had no independent way of justifying 
them by any appeal to their own observations or calculations. 
Their beliefs would be true, but they could not defend them if 
they were challenged; if any sceptical doubts arose in their own 
minds they could do nothing to overcome them. We could in- 
deed describe them as cognitively healthy: their believings on 
these matters would tend to be correct. But these men would be 
in a state of intellectual servitude. It might be a comfortable state, 
as long as sceptical doubts did not arise, but it would be servitude 
none the less. 

This weakness of the position of men thus provided with 
innate beliefs had been brought out, even before Locke wrote, by 
Samuel Parker: 
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But suppose that we were born with these congenite Anticipations, 
and that they take Root in our very Faculties, yet how can I be certain 
of their Truth and Veracity? For ’tis not impossible but the seeds of 
Error might have been the natural Results of my Faculties, as Weeds 
are the first and natural Issues of the best Soyles, how then shall we 
be sure that these spontaneous Notions are not false and spurious? 


The only means of gaining such certainty is to test these truths 
by experience.3? Locke makes a logically analogous point about 
possible revelations: 


Reason must be our last judge and guide in everything. I do not mean 
that we must consult reason and examine whether a proposition 
revealed from God can be made out by natural principles, and if it 
cannot, that then we may reject it; but consult it we must, and by it 
examine whether it be a revelation from God or no; and if reason finds 
it to be revealed from God, reason then declares for it as much as for 
any other truth, and makes it one of her dictates.%3 


Similarly, if Descartes or Leibniz, say, could demonstrate that our 
innate beliefs had been given to us by a benevolently veracious 
God, then those beliefs would become, for him, items of authoti- 
tative knowledge. But they are not so merely in so far as they are 
innate, and they would not be so for men who lacked this philo- 
sophical demonstration. And if this demonstration itself rests 
upon an innate idea of God or upon innate knowledge of his 
existence, then it will be viciously circular, and we shall never be 
able in this way to achieve authoritative knowledge either of 
God’s existence or of the content of any other divinely implented 
beliefs. 

In the same way someone in whom true beliefs had been de- 
veloped by evolution might be able to turn these into authoritative 
knowledge by showing that the evolutionary process that had 
developed them was very likely to have fostered true beliefs. But 
in all cases it is not simply as innate that such beliefs constitute 
authoritative knowledge. A further rational validation is required, 
and whether the appeal is to God or to evolution care is needed 
to ensure that this validation is not circular. 

It is, then, not impossible that there should be innate knowledge 
in the minimal sense of ‘knowledge’. It is not impossible even that 

32 Samuel Parker, 4 Free and Impartial Censure of the Platonick Philosophie (1666), 


p. 56, quoted and reported by Yolton, op. cit., pp. 44-5. 
33 IV, xix. 14. 
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there should be innate authoritative knowledge. But innate know- 
ledge could be authoritative only if there were independent con- 
firmation of the reliability or veracity of whatever it was that had 
made these beliefs innate. It is this insistence on independent 
empirical confirmation as a requirement for authoritative know- 
ledge that is the strongest point in the judgement empiricist’s case. 


7. Actual innate knowledge 


If these are the possibilities, we can turn again to the question 
whether we actually have any innate knowledge. It is very plain 
that we do not have innate knowledge of the kinds which Locke’s 
contemporaries were most concerned to assert, knowledge of 
morality and of the existence of God. There is no empirical 
evidence of innate religious beliefs. No doubt men have a variety 
of inborn behavioural tendencies, including some that favour 
social life, though many of them, not surprisingly, are such as 
would have helped human communities to survive in the con- 
ditions that prevailed when these instincts were evolved, but are 
less helpful or positively harmful in the modern world. But 
nothing of this sort constitutes moral knowledge or authoritative 
tules of conduct: we must look elsewhere for the foundations of 
mortality. 

There are, however, two areas in which it is at least plausible 
to speculate about actual innate knowledge. One of these includes 
the topics mentioned in Section 4 above: possible innate propen- 
sities to see things realistically, to interpret impressions as im- 
pressions of persisting things or of repeated processes rather than 
to accept disorder as ultimate, to reason.inductively, and to make 
the sorts of projection that contribute to our concept of causation. 
The other area is that of the forms of language, where Chomsky 
has argued that all human natural languages share specific struc- 
tures, and that this general form of grammar is innate in that 
infants tend to interpret the linguistic data they encounter as 
conforming to it, and so acquire a grasp of the grammar of 
whatever particular language is spoken around them more readily 
than they otherwise could. 

I shall not discuss the empirical question whether Chomsky’s 
innateness hypothesis is correct. But if it is correct, we could say 
that children know innately that the languages they encounter 
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have a certain general grammatical form, in so far as they auto- 
matically interpret data as having this form, and are right to do 
so, and are right not accidentally but in virtue of causal links 
between inborn psychological structures and the structures of 
actual human languages. But this is, for two reasons, a very 
minimal sense of ‘know’; first, because this is just a matter of 
being non-accidentally right, and secondly, because the children 
presumably have no explicit beliefs that these languages have this 
grammar, but only behave in ways that would be rational in the 
light of such beliefs. Children do not have authoritative know- 
ledge of the structure of these languages until they have found 
that these automatic interpretations work, that having learned the 
language in accordance with these predispositions they can use it 
successfully for communication with those who already speak it. 
If, alternatively, the innateness hypothesis about grammar is in- 
correct, we have to explain language-learning as just one appli- 
cation among others of our general principles of learning, some of 
which were mentioned in Section 4. It will be a reasonable specu- 
lation that human beings have such innate general learning stra- 
tegies, whether or not they have specific grammatical ones as well. 
And again we can speak of innate knowledge in a very minimal 
sense of ‘knowledge’, in so far as we interpret data as conforming 
to such categories as persisting things, repeated processes, causa- 
tion, and natural laws or uniformities. But once again such know- 
ledge, as innate, will not be authoritative: we acquire authoritative 
knowledge only in so fat as we confirm, in experience, that things 
actually fit into the categories in terms of which we are predis- 
posed to interpret them. 

Our conclusion, then, is that empiricism can, while still insist- 
ing on the need for an empirical basis for authoritative knowledge, 
interpret the thesis that ideas and knowledge are derived from 
experience in a way that allows for the more complex procedures 
suggested in Section 4 and, in consequence, leaves room for 
realism. 


8. Innateness and necessity 


We must, finally, take up the question whether anything like 
Leibniz’s view could account for synthetic necessary truths in 
arithmetic. ‘There could be synthetic propositions which we very 
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firmly and innately believe to hold universally for whatever 
material we take our interpreted arithmetic to be true of. An 
example might be the Associative Law, that (¢@ + 6) +-¢=a+ 
(6 + ¢), which is appealed to implicitly in, for example, Leibniz’s 
ptoof that 2 + 2 =4.*+ Innate beliefs of this kind could hardly 
have been engendered by natural selection: it is only as divine 
implantings that they could plausibly be held to be innate. As 
such, if we can escape the circularity mentioned at the end of 
Section 6, they could conceivably amount to authoritative know- 
ledge. But would they, on this account, be necessary truths? 
Surely the most that could follow from these premisses is that 
they would be necessary for us, that they would describe ways 
in which we could not help ordering things. Even this is dubious. 
If we were able to see that these propositions were synthetic, we 
should be able to see how things could fail to conform to them. 
Their necessity would be, at best, analogous to the necessities 
discussed in Chapter 3, Sections 7 and 9, and Chapter 5, Section 3 
above, which derive from contingent facts about how we think 
and speak about individuals and kinds of stuff. Even if we make 
the greatest possible concessions to Leibniz, then, about the 
possibility of dispositionally innate notions, of belief-propensities 
which might count as knowledge, we must conclude that his 
approach fails completely to show even how truths about fully 
objective matters could be at once synthetic and necessary, let 
alone how anything innate could constitute knowledge of such 
synthetic necessary truths. 

I have criticized Locke’s optimism with respect to the possi- 
bilities of demonstrative knowledge in theology, ethics, geometry, 
and (in principle) in angelic chemistry and medicine.* It is on 
these subjects that we find the strongest rationalist tendencies in 
his thought. By contrast, I have defended what is perhaps the 
cote of his empiricism, the insistence that authoritative knowledge 
of synthetic truths requires empirical support. But I have argued 
that this principle does not preclude the recognition that not only 
innate capacities but also innate propensities, anticipations of 
specific structures, and even what we can call in a minimal but 
quite respectable sense innate knowledge, may well make signifi- 


34 Op. cit., Bk. IV, ch. 7. The notion of interpreted arithmetic is explained in my 
‘Proof’, referred to in note 27. 
33 Cf. Section 3 above, and Chapter 3, Section 8. 
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cant contributions to our learning about the world. I have argued 
also that what is defensible in empiricism does not commit us to 
those restricted views, about how ideas and knowledge and mean- 
ings are derived from the immediate contents of experience, 
which at several points in Locke’s own thinking made difficulties 
for realism. 

‘Nature has given us not knowledge, but the seeds of know- 
ledge.’3° We have been selectively bred as learners, not as knowers. 
This is a thesis which Leibniz and Locke would both accept, 
though for rather different reasons. But just what seeds of know- 
ledge are there; exactly how do they contribute to our learning; 
and to what kinds of knowledge do they therefore give rise? 
These are the controversial issues. In trying to settle them I have 
made some concessions to the defenders of innate notions, but 
have come down mainly on the empiricist side. 


36 ‘Natura semina scientiae nobis dedit, scientiam non dedit.’ Seneca, Epistolae ad 
Lucilium, cxv. 
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